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Abstract
THE SCIENCES OF THE SOUL:
THE EMERGENCE OF PSY-SCIENCES AND THE MODERN STATE IN TURKEY
by
Kutlughan Soyubol
Advisor: Samira Haj
This dissertation examines the epistemological and conceptual formation and articulations of
madness, mental health, and selfhood in the context of creating a modern Turkish nation (19231960). Three inter-related themes run through the study. First, the emergence of new and often
contested medical discourses on mental health that engaged with and participated in the
construction of healthy secular subjects within the imaginary milieu of the Kemalist nationalist
project. Second, the processes through which psy-sciences, armed with scientific rationality,
came to engage with and appropriate the language and the terrain once occupied by religion. And
third, the intricate discursive fluctuations over the definitions of the soul, psyche, and mental
health as they came to unfold within the temporal and spatial settings of early and postwar
Turkey—and which, by implication, challenged the post-enlightenment myth of a universal and
linear progression towards a teleology of science. The emerging psy-scientific discourses on
mental health are addressed in the study through a thorough analysis of the works of three
experts (Mazhar Osman Uzman, Izzeddin Sadan, and Bedri Ruhselman), who held competing
and conflicting views on mental health and the formation of normative and productive Turkish
subjects. I argue that studying these experts and their different views on what constitutes the soul
or the psyche, and what it means to be a healthy productive subject sheds ample light on the
convoluted relations between the psy-sciences and the formation of the early republic. In this
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regard, the project traces the different ways in which these experts have contributed to the
translation of the project of modernity as it was experienced in early republican Turkey, with
their own particular definitions of health and pathology, science and superstition. Following the
future careers and knowledge production of their disciples, the dissertation demonstrates as well
the epistemological fluctuations and contingencies rather than the linearity expected of the
authorized psycho-scientific discourses. In other words, this study does not take psychiatry and
other psy-sciences as given or as naturally progressive but a part of a historical process that
bound these discourses to enter into multilayered relations and conversations with older forms
and practices, including religion and Islamic traditions.
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Introduction

Thou art a little soul bearing about a corpse, as Epictetus used to say.
Marcus Aurelius, Meditations1
There is a life force within for soul, seek that life.
Mawlana Jalal ad-Din Rumi, Thief of Sleep2
The soul is constituted by overall activities and effects of cells that are situated within the
cortex of the brain, particularly the cortex of the forebrain.
Mazhar Osman, Tababeti Ruhiye3

The soul (ruh, psyche) is an elusive word with a peculiar genealogy. Defined as the very essence
of life by the ancient Greek and Roman traditions, and the “breath of life” later by the Islamic
tradition, the concept was reformulated and conceptualized anew over the last two centuries by
the modern disciplines of psychiatry and psychology. Both disciplines invested their utmost
energy—desperately to no avail—to reify the soul and to physiologically configure its
constitution. To quote one of the forefathers of modern psychiatry and psychology on the issue,
Carl G. Jung aptly noted in the late 1930s that despite the long and arduous efforts, the
connection between the psyche and brain (a crucial point of departure for both psychiatry and
psychology) could never emerge as an “unshakable truth.”4 The futile attempts and processes of
empirically proving or scientifically articulating what the soul is, however, seem to have opened
the door to further contestations, clash of competing disciplines and discourses, leaving us with

1

Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, IV, 40 [The Meditations of the Emperor Marcus Aurelius Antoninus]
Trans. by: George Long (London: The Chesterfield Society, 1890), p. 172.
2
Mawlana Jalal ad-Din Rumi, Thief of Sleep: 180 Quatrains from the Persian Trans. by: Shahram Shiva
(Chino Valley: Hohm Press, 2000).
3
Mazhar Osman Uzman, Tababeti Ruhiye Vol. I (Istanbul: Kader Basimevi, 1941), p. 13. (Unless
otherwise noted, all translations are mine).
4
Carl G. Jung, Psychology and Religion (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1938), p. 10.
1

intricate configurations as well as fluctuating sets of truths about the soul, its connection to the
brain, selfhood, sexuality, and health in general. How this set of transformations (and
contestations) over the issue of the soul came about within the culturally Islamic yet radically
secular context of the Republic of Turkey is the primary focus of this study.
Concurrent with this, the dissertation examines the epistemological and conceptual formation
of issues related to the soul such as madness, sexuality, and selfhood as they came to unfold
within the context of an imagined modern Turkish nation in the period 1923 to 1960. Three interrelated themes run through the study. First, the emergence of new and often contested medical
discourses on mental health that engaged with and participated in the construction of healthy
secular subjects within the imaginary milieu of the Kemalist nationalist project. Second, the
processes through which modern psy-sciences (particularly the psychiatric discourse), armed
with scientific rationality, came to engage with and appropriate the language and the terrain once
occupied by religion. And third, the intricate discursive fluctuations over the definition of the
soul/psyche as they came to unfold within the temporal and spatial settings of early republican
and postwar Turkey—which, by implication, challenged the post-enlightenment myth of a
universal and linear progression towards a teleology of science.
Bio-politics and the Emergence of the Modern Turkish State
The epistemological transformations that are traced throughout the study are considered first and
foremost within the context of the emergence of the modern nation state in Turkey. Aiming to
analytically engage with the formation of the modern state and its mechanisms of power, the
study is predicated on an interdisciplinary approach that utilizes different bodies of knowledge,
including but not limited to the history and philosophy of science, historical anthropology, and
intellectual history of the Middle East. Borrowing from Michel Foucault, Ian Hacking, Arnold I.
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Davidson, and Timothy Mitchell among others, it engages with the present debates in these fields
via a critical evaluation of the human sciences, particularly psychiatry and psychology, their
efficacy as a tool of governance, and their effect in creating a new nation and new subjectivities.
Allow me to briefly elaborate on this issue to clarify an essential aspect of the theoretical
framework of the project. Bio-power emerged as a new form of power in the late eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries by and through the rise of the modern nation states. Such states were utterly
novel political entities, exercising power under different terms and conditions than pre-modern
states with their “classical” forms of power, exercised “mainly as a means of deduction
(prélèvement), a subtraction mechanism, a right to appropriate a portion of the wealth, a tax of
products, goods and services, labor and blood, levied on subjects.”5 In other words, power in the
classical sense was “essentially a right of seizure: of things, time, bodies, and ultimately life
itself.”6 In contrast, bio-power does not simply rely on deduction but rather channels its energy
to “incite, reinforce, control, monitor, optimize, and organize the forces under it.”7 It is, in this
regard, a new form of power “bent on generating forces, making them grow, and ordering them,
rather than one dedicated to impending them, making them submit, or destroying them.”8 Within
this framework, modern sovereign states came to rearticulate their sources and mechanisms of
power, a process that involved a reconsideration of the “basic features of the human species” as
the “object of a political strategy, of a general strategy of power.”9

Michel Foucault, “Right of Death and Power over Life” (From The History of Sexuality, Volume I) in
The Foucault Reader, p. 259.
6
Ibid., p. 259.
7
Ibid., p. 259.
8
Ibid., p. 259.
9
Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the College de France 1977-78 M.
Senellart (ed.) Trans. G. Burchell (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), p. 57.
5
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Put differently, this novel “rational art of governing,” which Foucault named
“governmentality” (and others after him adopted) is a concept that refers to a new distinctive
form of state rule that does not take its power simply from a state’s dominion over a territory, but
rather by and through production of knowledge that inform strategies and tactics on how to
effectively and efficiently govern its population.10 The population in this context is recognized
and redefined as a source of enrichment, and an essential component of the state’s strength;
making the state to reorganize to control, regulate and manage its population—by implementing
the knowledge-power (i.e. bio-power) it systematically produces on its population and its
welfare. 11 This process includes the project of bringing every aspect of human life, from
marriage and sexuality to other health issues, including mental disorders into the realm of
explicit calculations (and statistics) with the claim of improving the potentiality of the
population, thus making “knowledge-power an agent of the transformation of human life.”12 The
management of population, in this regard, requires the development of public health policies
(social medicine) designated to treat the population as a “mass of living and coexisting beings
who present particular biological and pathological traits.” Under bio-politics and
governmentality, in other words, the population came under specific knowledge and
technologies, entailing the state’s intervention into the living conditions of its citizens “to alter

Michel Foucault, “Governmentality,” The Foucault Effect: Studies in Governmentality G. Burchell, C.
Gordon, and P. Miller (eds.) (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1991), pp. 87-104.
11
Michel Foucault, “Governmentality,” pp. 99-100. Michel Foucault, “Security, Territory, and
Population,” in Ethics: Subjectivity and Truth Paul Rabinow (ed.) (New York: The New Press, 1997), pp.
67-71.
12
Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality Vol. I (New York: Pantheon, 1978), p. 143. Foucault further
points into the two-folded nature of bio-power, one occurring both on the level of disciplining the
individual body and the regulatory control of the population. Ibid. 139. For more on the issue of biopolitics, and how it was conceived by Foucault and others, see Thomas Lemke, Bio-politics: An Advanced
Introduction (New York: New York University Press, 2011), especially pp. 33-52.
10
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them or impose standards on them,” and to provide the “adequate facilities and services”
pertaining to the state’s novel conceptualizations of its politics, power, and resources.13
Social medicine evidently appears to be a part and parcel of this modern framework of public
health/social hygiene, which is defined as a major necessity to maximize the potentialities of the
population, a project that includes the termination or minimization of socio-medical dangers
inherent within the population. Starting from the nineteenth century, psychiatry, other than
dealing with mental disorders, proved to be an effective tool for modern governance and its
project of producing normative subjects and a mentally healthy population.
Epistemic Modernity and the Rule of Experts
This project specifically traces the works of a number of psy-scientists who systematically
produced knowledge on issues such as the soul, mental illnesses, and healthy subjectivity in early
and post-World War II Turkey. First and foremost among them is Mazhar Osman [Uzman]
(1884-1951), an eminent psychiatrist who is widely acknowledged as the “father” of Turkish
psychiatry.14 As a major state expert and a leading public intellectual, Osman produced and
promulgated knowledge that complemented the Kemalist project of modern state building. In
addition to an analysis of Osman’s works and career, the study traces the works and careers of a
number of Mazhar Osman’s disciples, including Fahrettin Kerim Gokay, Ihsan Sukru Aksel,
Rasim Adasal, and Ayhan Songar. Special attention is also given to figures who produced

Michel Foucault, “Security, Territory, and Population,” in Ethics, p. 71; and idem, “Right of Death and
Power Over Life,” p. 259.
14
V. D. Volkan, “Turkey” in World History of Psychiatry, edited by John G. Howells (New York:
Brunner-Mazer, 1975), p. 391; Sait Naderi, Mazhar Osman ve Turkiye’de Norosirurjin Dogusu, (Izmir:
Dokuz Eylul Yayinlari, 2004), p. xiii; Sahap Erkoc, “Mazhar Osman ve Turk Psikiyatrisi” in Sahap Erkoc
and Olcay Yazici, Mazhar Osman ve Donemi Mecnunlari, Mekanlari, Dostlari (Istanbul: Argos Iletisim,
2006), p. 3.
13
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alternative approaches to Osman’s official (descriptive) psychiatry, namely the psychoanalyst
Izzeddin Sadan (1895-1970s) and the neo-spiritualist Bedri Ruhselman (1898-1960).
All of these actors are taken into consideration here in light of what Howard Chiang refers to
as an “epistemic modernity,” denoting a condition of discursive transformations within which the
“status of knowledge or truth claims about traditionality, authenticity, and modernity” were
governed, and the “determination of what counts as traditional, authentic or modern” were
systematically defined.15
It is important to note here that the experts acted as translators of psy-scientific discourses
originating in the West. By translation I do not mean a word-for-word rendition between
languages, but rather a conversion that involved a process of interpretation and transformation
between different cultures, contexts, and traditions.16 Rather than emulating the original
discourses, translation here is concerned more with how “the original and translation
complement each other to produce meanings larger than mere copies or reproductions.”17 The
study further involves an investigation of the intricate and multilayered effects of such
translations and the knowledge that was disseminated through them. In this regard, it traces the
new conditions, categories, and “realities” produced by novel forms of knowledge. Put simply

Howard Chiang, “Epistemic Modernity and the Emergence of Homosexuality in China” Gender &
History 22:3 (November 2010), p. 633. Also see, Arnold I. Davidson, The Emergence of Sexuality:
Historical Epistemology and the Formation of Concepts (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001).
16
For more on the issue, see Alasdair MacIntyre, “Tradition and Translation” in Whose Justice, Which.
Rationality (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1989), pp. 370-388; and Talal Asad, “The
Concept of Cultural Translation in British Anthropology” in J. Clifford and G. E. Marcus (eds.) Writing
Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986), pp.
141-164.
17
Lydia H. Liu, Translingual Practice: Literature, National Culture, and Translated Modernity—China,
1900-1937 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995), p. 15. Also see Walter Benjamin, “The Task of
the Translator: An Introduction to the Translation of Baudelaire’s Tableaux Parisiens” in Illuminations
Trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken Books, 1968), pp. 69-82; and for Derrida’s take of the issue of
translation, including his reading of Benjamin’s classical text, see Jacques Derrida, “Des Tous de Babel”
(Trans. J. F. Graham) in Jacques Derrida, Psyche: Inventions of the Other Vol.I P. Kamuf and E. G.
Rottenberg (eds.) (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2007), pp. 191-225.
15
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and within a specific theoretical framework, the study employs the “looping effects” analytical
conceptualization, which was introduced by philosopher Ian Hacking to put particular emphasis
on the historical (that is to mean not universal and trans-historical) nature of scientific definitions
and categorizations, which, nonetheless, could gain power to produce or rather “make up new
kinds” of people by and through their claims of factuality.18
Ottoman-Turkish Modernity
All such processes, including epistemic transformations—as well as the experts who were
involved in them—are addressed here within the context of Ottoman-Turkish modernity at large.
Before going further, a few more remarks are necessary on the issue of Ottoman-Turkish
modernity, which can hardly be considered without a focus on the analytics of the top down
project of Ottoman-Turkish modernization, conceived in the form of Westernization or
Europeanization.
The field of Ottoman-Turkish studies contains numerous accounts tracing the so-called
“project of modernization,” which supposedly emerged during the late Ottoman Empire and
culminated in a radicalized form under the Republic of Turkey.19 This literature often collapsed
Ottoman-Turkish modernity with Europeanization or Westernization. In this regard, it is a
byproduct of the modernization theory paradigm, which emerged and gained governmental
support in the United States during the Cold War as a political strategy, aimed to convince the

Ian Hacking, “The Looping Effects of Human Kinds” in D. Sperber et.al. (eds.) Causal Cognition: An
Multi-Disciplinary Debate (Oxford: Clanderon Press, 1995), pp. 351-383; and Ian Hacking, “Making Up
People” in T. Heller et.al (eds.) Reconstructing Individualism: Autonomy, Individuality, and the Self in
Western Thought (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1986), pp. 222-236.
19
For some examples, see Bernard Lewis, The Emergence of Modern Turkey (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1961); Niyazi Berkes, Development of Secularism in Turkey (Montreal: McGill University Press,
1964); Stanford Shaw and Ezel Kural Shaw, History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey, Vol. II
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977); Feroz Ahmad, The Making of Modern Turkey (London:
Routledge, 1993); and Eric Jan Zurcher, Turkey: A Modern History (London: I. B. Tauris, 1998).
18
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“Third World” to get on a Western liberal (read capitalist) track.20 The paradigm of
modernization and Westernization has been challenged by scholarship that focuses on the
internal dynamics as well as particularities of modernity throughout Ottoman-Turkish history, as
well as contemporary Turkish society.21
There is almost no doubt that the idea of “achieving modernity” was considered a vital
necessity by Ottoman elites, who were desperately trying to transform the empire into a modern
state to ensure its survival in a world that was dominated by modern Western powers with
imperialist policies that were supported by “gunboat diplomacy.”22 To form a state with modern
forms and functions, which included the state’s effective ordering of its population according to
the novel conceptualizations of “national economy” (political economy) as well as the principles
of progress and social improvement, was conceived at the same within the lines of the West, and
its powerful modern states. The West consequently, as the anthropologist Talal Asad puts it,
became “a vast moral project, an intimidating claim to write and speak for the world, and an
unending politicization of power. Becoming Western has meant becoming transformed
according to these things, albeit in a variety of historical circumstances and with varying degrees

20

For more on the issue, see Nils Gilman, Mandarins of the Future: Modernization Theory in Cold War
America (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004).
21
For some examples, see Rifa’at Ali Abou El-Haj, Formation of the Modern State: The Ottoman Empire
Sixteenth to Eighteenth Centuries (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1991); Huri Islamoglu,
“Modernities Compared: State Transformations and Constitutions of Property in the Qing and Ottoman
Empires” Journal of Early Modern History 5:4 (2001), pp. 353-386; Baki Tezcan, The Second Ottoman
Empire: Political and Social Transformation in the Early Modern World (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2010); Amit Bein, Ottoman Ulema, Turkish Republic: Agents of Change and Guardians
of Tradition (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011); Nadir Ozbek, Osmanli Imparatorlugu’nda
Sosyal Devlet: Siyaset, Iktidar ve Mesrutiyet, 1876-1914 (Istanbul: Iletisim, 2002); Yael Navaro Yashin,
Faces of the State: Secularism and Public Life in Turkey (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002);
Esra Ozyurek, Nostalgia for the Modern: State Secularism and Everyday Politics in Turkey (Durham:
Duke University Press, 2006); and Berna Turam, Gaining Freedoms: Claiming Space in Istanbul and
Berlin (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2015).
22
As Hobsbawm calls it, the “golden or rather the iron age of gunboat diplomacy.” Eric Hobsbawm, The
Age of Empire, 1875-1914 (London: Abacus, 2002), p. 16.
8

of thoroughness.”23 This was the historical condition in which many Ottomans interpreted and
formulized being modern in the form of Europeanization, as they were convinced (or conscripted
into the framework) that adopting Western ways was the only possible path to be modern, which
by implication meant to be powerful enough to resist and survive in a world brutally dominated
by modern Western states.
Despite its identification with the general principles of the European enlightenment and
modernity, Ottoman-Turkish modernity (including its top-down project of modernization),
nonetheless, took a multi-structured and multi-dimensional form on the ground, producing
differences rather than similarities as the project was translated into practice. This complexity on
the level of Ottoman state reform, for instance, was most clearly reflected in the modernizing
efforts of the Ottoman Porte during the reign of Abdulhamid II. It produced a modern that was
religiously and locally grounded in such state policies as pan-Islamism or the attempts to create a
modern Ottoman legal system that combined Islamic Sharia with Western secular legal systems
founded on the Code Napoléon.24
With the fall of the empire, and the establishment of the Turkish nation state, a discourse that
upheld European modernity as the pure model to follow gained further authority in the Turkish
public sphere. This was partially due to the success of the republican regime and its elites
presentation of the Ottoman Empire and its governmental mechanisms as their opposite, the

Talal Asad, “Conscripts of Western Civilization?” in C. Gailey (ed.), Dialectical Anthropology: Essays
in Honor of Stanley Diamond, Vol. 1, (Gainesville: University Presses of Florida, 1992), p. 345.
24
For studies that historically trace some aspects of those reforms, see M. Sukru Hanioglu, A Brief
History of the Late Ottoman Empire (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010); Selim Deringil, The
Well-Protected Domains: Ideology and the Legitimation of Power in the Ottoman Empire, 1876-1909
(London: I. B. Tauris, 1999); Eugene L. Rogan, Frontier of the State in the Late Ottoman Empire:
Transjordan, 1850-1921 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000); and Benjamin Fortna, Imperial
Classroom: Islam, the State, and Education in the Late Ottoman Empire (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2002).
23
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ancien régime from which they (the Turks) were finally liberated. Within this narrative, the
Ottoman past inevitably came to represent the backward, Islamic, and Oriental antecedent of the
now secular, European-izing modern nation state of Turkey, which severed its ties with the
Islamic Oriental culture that it came to define as catastrophic.25
The state-run “project of modernity” hence became more radical (and brutal) under
republican Turkey, whose founders projected to adopt European modernity with almost its whole
aspects, including a strict, top-down secularism (up to par with the French laïcité), and a pure
Western civil code, which was an adaptation of the Swiss one. Moreover, the process was
supported by radical top-down policies of restructuring, called the Republican reforms
(cumhuriyet devrimleri).26 This modernist project of producing a disciplined, orderly, and purely
Europeanized Turkish society and state was nevertheless destined to be shaped by the particular
temporal and spatial conditions within Ottoman-Turkish context. It is those “variations of
modernity” that were made of acceptances and resistances, as well as fluctuations (between what
were considered new and old) that can be historically traced within the Turkish psy-scientific
discourses.
It is consequently of utmost importance to recognize that all the experts who are addressed
here—and their often clashing approaches to madness and Turkish subjectivity—were

For more on the issue, see Engin Deniz Akarli, “The Tangled Ends of an Empire: Ottoman Encounters
with the West and Problems of Westernization—an Overview,” Comparative Studies of South Asia,
Africa and the Middle East 26:3 (2006), pp. 365-366.
26
These included but were not limited to the change of the script from Ottoman to Latin (harf devrimi),
adaptation of Western style clothes (kilik kiyafet devrimi), and Western hats (sapka devrimi) instead of
traditional clothes and the fez as well as the transformation and standardization of measures, the calendar,
and time according to European continental standards. For more on republican reforms, see Eric Zurcher,
Turkey, pp. 186-195. And for the interventionist policy of reformism (inkilapcilik) of the Turkish state
that does not consider the role of the state as “limited to gradual, evolutionary steps of development,” see
Shaw and Shaw, History of the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey, p. 384; Toktamis Ates, Turk
Devrim Tarihi, (Istanbul: Der Yayinlari, 1996), pp. 295-341; and Suna Kili, Turk Devrim Tarihi (Istanbul:
Turkiye Is Bankasi Kultur Yayinlari, 2009), pp. 213-225.
25
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themselves a product of their own times, as well as the ambiguities and contradictions of their
eras.27 One cannot ignore, for example, the ways in which the modernizing project of the
Kemalist era opened new opportunities and spaces for the production of a new officially
endorsed scientific language and discourse. It engendered, at the same time, a counter knowledge
of the psyche that partially challenged or else resisted the early republican vision of an ultrasecular, ultra-nationalist project of Europeanization. As I argue in this study, each of these agents
have at the same time contributed differently to the translation of this project of modernity in
Turkey. Among them, Mazhar Osman emerged to prominence through his role as the designated
state expert on psychiatry, becoming a major contributor to the project by and through his
discipline, which involved the engineering of mentally healthy and normative Turkish subjects.
Following the careers and knowledge production of his disciples on the other hand, displays the
epistemological fluctuations and contingencies rather than linearity even within the so-called
scientific (psychiatric) project of defining the psyche.
By questioning the binarism of the secular and the religious, this study, while not looking at
religious and secular discourses per se, focuses on the processes of the secularization of
subjectivities as well as the replacement of Islamic discourses in defining the normative in
society. This intervention involved as well the redefinition of Islamic beliefs and practices on
“madness” and “sexuality” as non-rational and non-modern and therefore harmful to modern
subjects, a process, I maintain, that involved the psy-scientific discourses redefining themselves
through their opposites, i.e. religion. Put differently, this study does not take for granted
psychiatry or any other psy-science and their practices as given or as progressive but rather as

On the issue of agency and modernity, see Asad, “Conscripts of Western Civilization,” and David
Scott, Conscripts of Modernity: The Tragedy of Colonial Enlightenment (Durham: Duke University Press,
2004).
27
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part of a historical process in which psy-sciences as discourses and practices find themselves
entering into a conversation with their so-called “other”—the Islamic past— as a way of defining
themselves as secular, rational, scientific and modern. An analysis of such intricate structures
and relationships, I further argue, would contribute to the overall discussions of modernity,
particularly within Ottoman-Turkish studies.
The Chapters
The first two chapters of the dissertation examine the emergence of psychiatry as a scientific
discipline and method of inquiry under the early republic of Turkey. The emphasis is on the
complementary role psychiatry played within the republican project of establishing a modern
state, a project, which by implication was predicated on the republican state’s success in
constructing a sanitized, orderly social body/population. Both chapters are consequently
dedicated to the career and works of Mazhar Osman.
The first chapter introduces the early history of Ottoman-Turkish psychiatry together with a
brief biography of Mazhar Osman. Following this, the chapter delves into a genealogical analysis
of Osman’s reconceptualization of issues such as the soul, psyche, sanity and insanity. To do so,
it focuses on Osman’s efforts to define the soul or psyche as a pure physical entity, which he
claimed to be hitherto defined within the realm of metaphysics, and thus left in the hands of
religious healing (ufurukculuk)—a form of charlatanism (sarlatanlik)—from which it should be
liberated.28 The chapter also attempts to engage with the elusive and multilayered language
emerging in republican Turkey as a result of the psychiatric interventions (such as the one of
Osman) into a field previously defined within the Islamic tradition, and problematizes
psychiatry’s efforts to “empirically” reconceptualize it.
Mazhar Osman, “Tibbiyeliler bayraminda soylenilen,” Konferanslarim (Medikal, Paramedikal)
(Istanbul: Kader Basimevi, 1941), p. 53.
28

12

The second chapter focuses on Osman as an expert and technocrat of the early republic, and
considers his career within the context of bio-politics and the emergence of the modern nation
state. It focuses on the overlapping and complementary character of Osman’s psychiatric
knowledge production and the republican project of establishing a healthy, hence efficient, and
productive society. The chapter, in this regard, includes a comprehensive analysis of Osman’s
evaluations of population, including the issue of mental sanitization and psychiatry’s role in
ensuring the order as well as the maximization of potentialities of the population/social body.
This psychiatric intervention targeted not only the current but also the coming generations.
Osman, as a state expert and a towering figure of Turkish psychiatry and social medicine, was
actively involved in the process of redefining the modern family, healthy sexuality and
procreation, and delineating the demarcations and procedures required for the improvement of
the social body—a process can be achieved by improving the positive traits and eliminating the
negative traits within the population (i.e. positive and negative eugenics).
Osman was further involved in social discussions over the issues of sex and gender, for
which he was criticized by certain segments of society, particularly Turkish feminists. Osman’s
immersion in such issues is addressed in this chapter in relation to the state’s intervention into
such social fields, and by and through an intense analysis of his psychiatric corpus. This
approach includes a critical engagement with numerous cases of Osman’s patients, which he
utilized as exemplary cases of various abnormalities—that is indeed to set and standardize the
normative within the Turkish society.
Returning back to the conceptual history of the soul traced through the first chapter with a
specific focus on Mazhar Osman’s articulations on the issue, chapter three takes up this thread
once again this time by focusing on the second generation Turkish psychiatrists, many of whom
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were Osman’s disciples. These psychiatrists contributed and amended the Turkish psychiatric
discourse—passed to them from Osman—through their (empirical) research and studies.
Nevertheless, as the chapter demonstrates, second generation psychiatrists also posed a challenge
to the purely descriptive (biological) conclusions of Osman.
In this regard, chapter three traces how the questions regarding the definition of the
soul/psyche began to shift in the post-war period. This was a process that started among Osman’s
most faithful students who, while remaining committed to descriptive psychiatry, began to
explore the history of this concept of psyche and soul. The younger generation students even
went further by questioning the certainty and objectivity of descriptive psychology and its
physically bounded definitions of the psyche and a number of other mental issues. Instead, they
began to look more seriously into Freudianism and Psychoanalysis—where memory and trauma
were central to the formation of the psyche—and which by now was the fashionable and
dominant discourse in the West.
It is important to note that these changes in the psychiatric discourse were happening at a
time when the general mood and aura of the country as a whole began to change to doubt the
usefulness of the early republic’s insistence on a complete rupture with Turkey’s Islamic past as
a necessary condition for its modernization. While acknowledging the spatial and temporal
difference between Turkey now and the Ottoman Empire then, they questioned the wisdom of
the Europeanization project attempted by the early republic, recognizing at the same time the
significance of their inherited past (or historical memory) towards a proper evaluation of the
present as a necessary step towards moving forward to an anticipated future.
Departing from the path of descriptive (and mainstream) psychiatry of Mazhar Osman and
his disciples, chapters four and five focus on alternative approaches on the issue of mental
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disorders, the mind, the soul/psyche emerged concurrently with the descriptive psychiatry of
Osman. Chapter four critically engages with the introduction of analytic psychiatry
(psychoanalysis) into the field of Turkish psychiatry as well as the republican public sphere.
Through a thorough consideration of the writings of Izzettin Sadan, the first initiator of analytic
discourse within the Turkish public sphere, the chapter delves into the issue of translation. It
analytically engages with the translation of (Western) psychoanalytic corpus into Turkish, which,
as the chapter demonstrates, produced a differing psychoanalytic discourse under the early
republic of Turkey. In other words, the chapter traces Sadan’s attempts to produce a
psychoanalytic canon in Turkish by and through his translations of the works and arguments of
Sigmund Freud, Ernest Jones, and others. This canon, nonetheless, was bound to be different in
form and practice as it filtered through the cultural and socio-political structures of the early
Turkish republic.
The Sadanian psychoanalysis, the chapter further argues, emerged through this process of
translation to symbolically represent a resistance to, if not a break from, some features of
European (Freudian) psychoanalytic discourse, including those that relate to society and
civilization as well as some of the foundational concepts of psychoanalysis such as the sex drive
(Eros). In sum, through a close reading of Sadan’s writings, chapter four focuses on the
processes of the translation of psychoanalysis into Turkish, and how this involved its
reconfiguration to accommodate not only the Turkish “space of experience” but also the early
Turkish Republic’s “horizon of expectations.”
Attempting to push its search of alternative takes of mental issues under the early republic
further, the final chapter leaves the classical path of the history of psychiatry, which focuses on
descriptive and analytical approaches. It delves into an utterly alternative discourse, namely neo-
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spiritualism, which emerged in the postwar republic, claiming to amend the current (and
supposedly limited) knowledge on the soul, psyche and a number of related issues such as
hypnotism, memory, and cognition. The chapter, instead of remaining within the classical lines
of inquiry of the histories of psychiatry and psychology (and their comfort zone), attempts to
enter into a rather ambiguous and elusive (yet potentially imaginative) terrain by analytically
engaging with Turkish neo-spiritualism, and particularly the works of its founder Dr. Bedri
Ruhselman.
Neo-spiritualism in Turkey (as spearheaded by Ruhselman) emerged as a movement that
combined the Western trend of spiritism/spiritualism with Islamic mysticism. The canon
Ruhselman and his followers produced could be defined as a translation of Western (particularly
French) spiritism/spiritualism as it heavily relied on the works of leading Western spiritists such
as Allan Kardec, Leon Denis, Claude Flammarion, and others. This translation, nonetheless, was
conditioned within the cultural context and heritage of Turkey, and thus found itself in dialogue
with the Islamic tradition, and particularly the works of Sufi scholars such as Mawlana Jalal adDin Rumi and Ibn Arabi. In spite of its attraction to Islamic mysticism, the movement was
officially recognized and institutionalized in Turkey in the 1940s and 50s—under a state that was
known for brutally dismantling all independent religious institutions and structures in the
country, including the tekkes and zaviyes associated with Sufism. Moreover, it attracted the
attention of a number of second-generation psychiatrists (including psychiatrists such as Ayhan
Songar, a favorite student and assistant of Mazhar Osman), and therefore rather indirectly
contributed to the new psychiatric production of the next generation. The movement’s prolific
publication record between 1940s and 70s further signifies the popularity of it as a viable
alternative to both popular Sufi orders and the scientific (anti-spiritualist) psychiatry of the early
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republic; as it substantiates the interest and involvement of the aforementioned generation
Turkish psychiatrists to the movement, a flock of psychiatrists who were discontented with the
rigid materialism of their field and mentors.
It is through such an analysis of the emergence of the differing psy-scientific approaches that
are addressed in separate chapters that the study historically tackles the articulations of the soul,
psychic and mental disorders as well as the healthy and the pathological in Turkey. This analysis
is conducted by and through a thorough engagement with the psy-scientific literature(s) that was
produced in Turkey between the 1920s and 1960s, and by conceptualizing this literature within
the shifting socio-cultural and political settings of the early republican, World War II, and
postwar Turkey.
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Chapter I
Mazhar Osman and the Emergence of Turkish Psychiatry:
Modern Reconceptualizations

The following two chapters explore the emergence of psychiatry as a new field of science and its
contribution to the project of modernity launched by the early republic of Turkey. This analysis
is done through a thorough analysis of the works of psychiatrist and state expert Mazhar Osman
[Uzman] (the so called “father” of modern Turkish psychiatry), and with an analytical focus on
the emergence of the modern (bio-political) state under the late Ottoman Empire and the early
Turkish Republic.
Mazhar Osman’s knowledge production is thus examined here with a focus on his
contribution to the project of the construction of the modern Turkish state and society, as it was
conceived and conducted by Mustafa Kemal and his followers under the early Republic of
Turkey. The study relies on a genealogical-conceptual approach, which is particularly important
because it allows us to see how the Turkish psychiatric discourse adopted and reformulated older
concepts such as the psyche/soul (ruh) and the mind (akil), and gave them new meanings.29
Building on the genealogical-conceptual history of Turkish psychiatry, the second chapter further
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The genealogical approach I employ here relies on a historical investigation of the formation and the
historical transformations (made of raptures, come back, forgettings, rearticulations and so forth) of
knowledge structures, discourses, and the domains of objects. It is a method of inquiry “to identify the
accidents, the minute deviations—or conversely, the complete reversal—the errors, the false appraisals,
and the faulty calculations that give birth to those things that continue to exist and have value for us; it is
to discover that truth or being does not lie at the root of what we know and where we are, but the
exteriority of accidents.” Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” in The Foucault Reader
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1984), pp. 81, 76-100.
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investigates Osman as a technocrat, a medical expert and power figure of the modern state of
Turkey and its top-down project of modernity.
Put differently, Mazhar Osman is examined in this study as a scientist and technocrat active
in the construction of the modern understanding of health and sickness as well as selfhood under
the early republic of Turkey. In order to do so, the scientific discourse Osman engaged in and
tried to disseminate, as well as socio-political junctures he passed through are historically
problematized and conceptually traced to unfold the psychiatrist he became under the temporal
and spatial possibilities of the early republican Turkey, and the problem spaces of the discipline
of psychiatry of the period at large.30
This chapter in particular, introduces Mazhar Osman within the republican project of
modernity (as it was mainly conceived within the analytic framework of Westernization and
Europeanization), and focuses on his attempts to sanitize the field of mental illness by
scientifically (i.e. empirically) defining what constitutes mental disorders, and how they should
be intervened and cured. In other words, it historically traces Osman’s psychiatric knowledge
production, which was produced to counter and replace what Osman and many of his disciples
considered prevalent superstitious and metaphysical beliefs that dominated, hence prevented the
field from defining, classifying, and intervening the real (physical) problems of mental disorders.

I employ the concept of “problem spaces” by relying on the conceptualization of anthropologist David
Scott, who following a Wittgensteinian line of thought, uses the concept to point to a historical ontology
within which the objects and the kinds of questions and answers (or rather the language games) that
constitute them are discursively formulated under varying historical, epistemic and ideological conditions.
For more, see David Scott, Refashioning Futures: Criticism after Postcoloniality (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1999), p. 8; and idem, Conscripts of Modernity, p. 4-5.
30
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Mazhar Osman [Uzman] (1884-1951): A Brief Biography
Before going further, allow me to introduce Mazhar Osman with a brief biography. Osman was
born as the only son (with two sisters) of a monogamous marriage in a small town next to
Alexandropolis (today in Greece) in 1884. His father was a white-collar worker in a bank, and
his family can be considered among the newly emerging middle classes of late Ottoman society.
He studied medicine at the Mekteb-i Tibbiye-i Sahane in Istanbul, and after graduating in 1904,
he went to Germany to pursue his studies in psychiatry and neurology with some of the foremost
thinkers and practitioners in (descriptive or biological) European psychiatry and neurology at the
time. Among them were Emil Kraepelin, Theodor Ziehen, Alois Alzheimer and Walter
Spielmeyer.31 When he came back, he was conscripted to the newly emerging descriptive
psychiatric discourse, which focuses on observable symptoms and behavioral phenomena to
classify mental illnesses. Psychiatry in this period and in the hands of descriptive psychiatrists
was going through a process of undermining its previous sharp (alienist) distinctions between the
pathological and the healthy, redefining the overall human population on a scale from normal to
abnormal, and promoting itself as medical practice performed not simply within the isolated
walls of alienated asylums but in the modern medical psychiatric institutions open to public gaze,
and wherein medical students were trained.32

See Naderi, pp. 4-12; Halil Ibrahim Gokturk, “Mazhar Osman Uzman (1884-1951),” Bilim ve Teknik,
167 (October 1981), pp. 33-34; Lahut Osman Uzman, “Ord. Prof. Dr. Mazhar Osman Uzman,” in Erkoc
and Yazici, p. 8. Also see Istanbul Klinik Dersleri (Aylik Tip Dergisi) 5:21 (August-September 1951 – In
Memoriam Mazhar Osman Uzman), pp. 34-47. And for an autobiographical account of his education, see
Mazhar Osman “Universitede bir acis dersi (akil hastaliklari seririyati),” Istanbul Seririyati 15:12
(December 1933), pp. 812-813; and Mazhar Osman “Otobiyografi,” in Faruk Bayulkem (ed.) Resadiye
Kislasi’ndan Hastaneye: Bakirkoy, pp. 35-36.
32
See Eric J. Engstrom, Clinical Psychiatry in Imperial Germany: A History of Psychiatric Practice
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003). The process of transforming psychiatry from asylums ran by
alienists to modern psychiatric institutions can be historically traced within American psychiatry as well.
See Elizabeth Lunbeck, The Psychiatric Persuasion: Knowledge, Gender, and Power in Modern America
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994); and Elizabeth Lunbeck, “Psychiatry,” in The Cambridge
31

20

As a psychiatrist, Osman held various governmental positions under the late Ottoman state,
including a professorship of psychiatry at the Medical School and the head physician positions in
the two major psychiatric institutions in Istanbul, the Toptasi Asylum and La-Paix Hospital.33 In
1924, with the support of the new republican government right after the proclamation of the
republic, he transformed the Toptasi Asylum into the first (and still the major) modern mental
hospital in Turkey known today as the Bakirkoy Mental Hospital. This new hospital consisted of
a huge clinic; laboratories of serology, experimental psychology, biochemistry, and
neuropathology; as well as all the necessary modern equipment required to establish a modern
psychiatric institution.34
Turning into a towering figure in the early republic, and one of its leading experts, Osman
also came to be known for his overt promotion of bourgeois family norms—which was in tune
with the ‘modern civil projects’ of the early Turkish republic. This included his scientific
categorizations, conclusions and suggestions on what he called healthy and productive families
as against the “sexually abnormal,” the transvestites, homosexuals, and others. He was, at same

History of Science, Theodore M. Porter and Dorothy Ross (eds.) (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2007), pp. 663-677. Also see Edward Shorter for a comparative evaluation of this transformation,
Edward Shorter, A History of Psychiatry: From the Era of the Asylum to the Age of Prozac (New York:
John Wiley, 1997).
33
La-Paix Hospital, originally owned and run by the French missionaries, was confiscated by the
Ottoman Porte during World War I, in which the Ottoman Empire was officially at war with the Republic
of France. Osman was appointed as the head physician to this institution during this period.
34
The Bakirkoy Mental Hospital traces its origins to the Toptasi Bimarhanesi, which was founded in
1873. Toptasi Bimarhanesi moved to its new location in Bakirkoy as a result of the state sponsored
project of its head physician Mazhar Osman. Osman continued to serve as the head physcian in this
hospital until 1941. See Naderi, pp. 19-23, Kadriye Tezcan Akmehmet, “84 Metrekarelik Muzede 84
Yillik Tarih: Bakırköy Ruh ve Sinir Hastalıkları Hastanesi Müzesi Açıldı,” Toplumsal Tarih, 178
(October 2008), pp. 8-10. And for Mazhar Osman on the issue, “Toptasindan Emraz-i Asabiye
Hastanesine Dogru,” in Sihhat Almanaki, pp. 117-121.
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time, very prolific in terms of publications, leaving more than a dozen scientific and popular
books and numerous articles mainly published in journals, many of which were edited by him.35
To readers well-versed in the history of Western psychiatry, Osman’s career is reminiscent of
a number of Western psychiatrists/neurologists, such as Emil Kraepelin, Jean-Martin Charcot,
and Joseph Babinski (among others). They were also producing and disseminating modern
knowledge on mental issues through their publications, public lectures, and the clinics they ran.
These clinics were open to the public, and trained/produced new professionals of the field.
Similar to such figures of Western psychiatry, who were promoting modern neuropsychiatry
though open public lectures in their clinics, Osman had his own public lectures, called the Sisli
Musamereleri (Sisli shows) at La Paix Hospital in Istanbul during World War I; and he
continued to give such public lectures/shows until the end of his career. His preference of the
word show (musamere) rather than lecture (ders) to refer to these events seems to clarify their
target audience, for it was not only limited to the experts or students of psychiatry/medicine but
also the masses. These lectures/shows were of course supported by Osman’s popular
publications on psychiatry and mental hygiene, which he continued to produce almost until the
end of his life. Moreover, Osman’s policies of opening Bakirkoy for public gaze through various
publications, newspaper columns, as well as cartoons (such as the ones turning the blue bus—
mavis—of the institution into a public mascot) should also be read within the project of
disseminating and popularizing the modern psychiatric discourse among the Turkish public.36
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The journals he edited included Sisli Musamereleri (1916-1918), Sihhi Sahifalar (1924-1925, 1930)
and Istanbul Seririyati (1919-1951).
36
For the cartoons, see Erkoc and Yazici, Mazhar Osman ve Donemi. For more, see Sahap Erkoc and
Bahar Evgin, Mavis: Mongeri’den Mazhar Osman’a Turkiye’de Psikiyatri / Turkish Psychiatry from
Mongeri to Mazhar Osman [Documentary], (Istanbul, 2005), 52 minutes; Betul Yalciner and Lutfu
Hanoglu, Ic Bahce: Toptasi’ndan Bakirkoy’e Akil Hastanesi (Istanbul: Okuyanus, 2001), pp. 28-29. Dr.
Faruk Bayulkem (ed.), Resadiye Kislasi’ndan Hastaneye: Bakirkoy Prof. Dr. Mazhar Osman Ruh Sagligi
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The point I want to emphasize here, however, is not how Osman followed in the footsteps of
eminent Western psychiatrists, but rather his role as a public intellectual of the early Turkish
republic—and as a state expert—assigned to raise awareness on mental health in the manner that
the abovementioned Western psychiatrists were authorized within their own contexts of
disseminating (modern) social medicine.
It is in this framework that Osman not only produced knowledge that localized the European
field of psychiatry, but also lectured and wrote on many other socio-cultural and political issues,
including nationalism, hygiene (public health), eugenics, civilization, history, science, and the
military. His expertise became a cultural phenomenon with the spread of such popular sayings as
“tam Mazhar Osmanlik” (a case for Mazhar Osman) or “gidip Mazhar Osman’a gorunsene” (go
get your head examined by Mazhar Osman)—dictums that remained in circulation thirty to forty
years after his death.37 It was not surprising then to see him adopt the surname Uzman (expert in
Turkish) when the new surname law was instated in 1934 by the republic as part of its modern
administrative logic.
On Europe and the Modern (Orderly) Society
Before going further, let me briefly elaborate on Osman’s general conceptualization of modern
society and science as an early republican scientist, expert, and technocrat, together with a
specific emphasis on his sanitized, modernist language, which overlaps with and complements
the early republican project of establishing a new nation-state along the lines of Europe.

ve Sinir Hastaliklari Egitim ve Arastirma Hastanesi 80 Yil Anilari (1927-2007) (Istanbul: Pentamed,
2007).
37
See Halil Ibrahim Gokturk, “Mazhar Osman Uzman (1884-1951),” Bilim ve Teknik, 167 (October
1981), p. 33; Suheyl Unver, “Koca Mazhar Osman,” in Istanbul Klinik Dersleri 5:25 (August-September
1951), p. 41. Also see the biographical novel on Mazhar Osman, Liz Behmoaras, Mazhar Osman: Kapali
Kutudaki Firtina (Istanbul: Remzi Kitapevi, 2001).
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Being a product of his modern (medical) education, career, and historical trajectory, Osman
not surprisingly emerged as an ardent Turkish modernizer, who identified himself as well-versed
“medical doctor and professor (hoca) with contacts to Europe.”38 Here it would be useful to
remind that he was a graduate of Mekteb-i Tibbiye, which is considered to be a major institution
of Ottoman modernization efforts that culminated with the 1908 Young Turk revolution and later
by the replacement of the multi-national empire with the modern nation state.39 Typical of his
generation of Ottoman elites who were educated in new professional schools within the empire
or in Europe and saw the West as key to reformation and modernization of the Ottoman Empire,
Osman uncritically accepted post-enlightenment principles and its construction of the world in
such binaries as modern/traditional, scientific/religious-superstitious, and rational/irrational.40
Consequently, as a great admirer of Europe and its progress, Osman repeatedly referred to
Europeans as rational, civilized, and orderly in sharp contrast to his own society.41 This is how
he described Europe in one of his public talks:
One must go and see Europe to understand and appreciate its [modern]
civilization.

For an early autobiographical emphasis on this, see Mazhar Osman, “1909 senesinde Dedeagacta Ittihat
ve Terrakki kulubunde verilen konferans” published in Konferanslarim, p. 107.
39
On Mekteb-i Tibbiye and modernization, see Hans-Lukas Kieser, Turkluge Ihtida (Istanbul: Iletisim,
2008), pp. 52-58.
40
For more on this issue post-Enlightenment binaristic conceptualizations, and what Foucault defines as
the blackmail (chantage) of the Enlightenment, see Michel Foucault, “What is Enlightenment?” in Paul
Rabinow (ed.) The Foucault Reader, pp. 32-50. Also see Bruno Latour, who critically engages with the
modernist claim that “no one who has not felt the beauty of this dawn [the liberation from the prescientific past, the old regime] and thrilled to its promises is modern.” Bruno Latour, We Have Never
Been Modern Trans. C. Porter (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993), particularly pp. 35-37.
41
This civilized West and uncivilized East binary indeed constituted the backbone of the discourse of
Orientalism. For major critical evaluations of the issue, see Edward Said, Orientalism (New York:
Vintage, 1979, revised ed. 2005); and Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality
in the Colonial Context (London: Routledge, 1995).
38
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No one in Europe would attempt to rape a woman. Men and women walk
hand in hand and cuddle around, and no one even looks. There are no
hoodlums as we do in the East…
People might have consume some alcohol, but you never see a drunken man
screaming or swearing on the streets…
Abiding by the law is an expression of patriotism [in Europe] in contrast to the
East, where violating the law is considered bravery.
The Orient, as opposed to Europe, is a place of unbearable frivolity and
inconsistency, where people distrust each other…42
Osman advocated the idea that only men who lived and trained in Europe should be appointed to
governmental positions, especially in the rural areas, which he considered to be extremely
backward and “uncivilized.” If this policy is not applied the “country would remain centuries
behind the European countries, as it is now.”43
My point here is not to label Osman’s modernist attitude as bizarre or fanatical but to show
how it was shaped by, and represented the modernist goals and vision of the Ottoman-Turkish
elites to construct a new civilized society along the lines of Europe. According to this vision and
discourse, it is only within an orderly society that lives under the “rule of law” and its ruling
mechanisms, it is plausible to create new subjects that are “civil,” responsible, and who obey the
law of society –as they are in modern Europe- in contrast to the “uncivilized” subjects of premodern societies who are mainly unruly, selfish and corrupt beings –as they are in the East. The
subjects who obey the law of the land are certainly the productive (and ideal) citizens of the state
and society; and hoodlums are of course those who follow informal, unwritten, unorderly
customs rather than written and organized laws of the (modern) state. Osman thus praises
European states, and their ability in sustaining a new ruling technique (i.e. governmentality) that
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Mazhar Osman, (Conference given at the Young Turk Club in 1909), Konferanslarim, pp. 119-121.
Mazhar Osman, “Koylerin Sihhati ve Sihhi Koyler,” in Mazhar Osman (ed.) Sihhat Almanaki, p. 634.
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relies on their success in effectively regulating their own populations. He further stresses the
necessity of obtaining order, modern law and education mechanisms to construct a modern
society. He believed that these structures were successfully produced and operating in modern
European countries, clearly constituting the examples to be followed by the Ottoman-Turkish
elites and modernizers.44
From the (Ottoman) Toptasi Asylum to the (Republican) Bakirkoy Mental Hospital
Mazhar Osman employed a language of progress that was premised on the idea of a necessary
break from the past. This was conveyed in Osman’s work as abandoning the “inglorious past,” of
an “impotent Ottoman Empire” that brought more “shame” than glory to its people, and its
replacement with the Turkish republic, which “made the Turkish people proud to be Turks.”45
One of the first steps towards dismantling the old system was to spread knowledge (ilim) and
education and overcome an overwhelming ignorance (cehalet), inherited from the past. To
Osman, ignorance refered primarily to the “dark powers” of religion, including the old dynastic
regime, its religious elite (ulema) and supporters.46 Osman saw his reappointment to Toptasi
Asylum and his recognition as the official psychiatrist and modernizer of the institution under the
new government as a “victory of science” and a step forward towards progress.47 His recurring
appointment to Toptasi, on the other hand, seems to represent a policy of the republican
government on how to select the experts and authorities of the new nation state. In this light, the
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appointment sheds light on the process of disposing an earlier generation of experts mainly
associated with the Ottoman Empire such as the pioneering psychiatrists Rasid Tahsin (18701936), a former professor of Osman from Mekteb-i Tibbiye, and the first professor to teach
psychiatry in the Ottoman Empire, who later became Osman’s major rival and the main obstacle
for his career to flourish during the empire. Rasid Tahsin was dismissed from the University of
Istanbul during the university reform of 1933 by the republican government, and his chair was
given to Mazhar Osman.48
Briefly, Toptasi Asylum (1873-1927) as a psychiatric institution founded under the Ottoman
regime had a history of reforms and setbacks.49 Established in 1873 by the Lombardian physician
Luigi Mongeri (1815-1882), Toptasi was the new “psychiatric” ward that replaced the old and
major Ottoman asylum, the Suleymaniye which opened in 1559 and closed in 1873 after a major
break of an epidemic within the institution.50
Mongeri, as a matter of fact, is credited with being the first modern psychiatrist (as well as
the initial reformer of the field of psychiatry) in the Ottoman Empire. He was appointed to the
Suleymaniye Asylum in 1856 to reform the ancient institution following his appeal to the
Ottoman Porte on the matter. Psychiatric reform in this period, nonetheless, more or less
considered within the lines of unchaining the insane, a process that was started by Philippe Pinel
in France in the 1790s, concurrent with the French Revolution and its humanist claims of liberté,

On the competition between Mazhar Osman and Rasit Tahsin, see Izzettin Sadan, “Hatirat” in
Bakirkoy’de 40 Yil (Istanbul: Cezaevi Matbaasi, 1968), p. 75; also Liz Behmoaras, Mazhar Osman. And
for an obituary on Rasid Tahsin by Mazhar Osman, see Mazhar Osman, “Rasid Tahsin” Istanbul
Seririyati 18:3 (March 1936), pp. 11-13.
49
For an institutional history of Toptasi, see Fatih Artvinli, Delilik, Siyaset ve Toplum: Toptasi
Bimarhanesi (1873-1927) (Istanbul: Bogazici Universitesi Yayinevi, 2013).
50
For more on Suleymaniye and its conditions in the nineteenth century, particularly before it was
transformed to Toptasi, see Artvinli, pp. 33-64.
48

27

égalité, fraternité.51 Unchaining the insane at Suleymaniye for the first time, Mongeri therefore
gained the reputation of the “Pinel of the Turks,” acknowledged by many, including Mazhar
Osman, despite the fact that the same title was also used for Osman by others.52
Following Mongeri’s death, as well as the transformation of the Ottoman public sphere under
the autocratic reign of Abdulhamid II, Toptasi gained notoriety as an institution more for
political prisoners than the “mentally deranged,” who were confined in it with almost no
possibility of release. Behind this image, one should note, apart from the Hamidian methods that
were effectively utilizing mechanisms and institutions of incarceration for silencing political
challenges to the state, was the essentially significant issue of Abdulhamid’s legitimacy.
Abdulhamid II ascended to the throne by replacing Murad V due to questions about the latter’s
mental deficiency. Under such circumstances, one would not expect the Hamidian state to
support psychiatry’s claims of curing mental deficiencies permanently, a condition that could
explicitly open the path for Murad V’s restoration to power.
The isolation and alienation of Toptasi asylum, Osman claimed, came to an end under his
direction, initially during his first appointment in 1908, at a time when the Hamidian yoke on the
institution was loosened by the Young Turk Revolution, and later with his second appointment to
the institution in 1923, this time by the republican government. Toptasi, under Osman, came
under a project of sanitization, and was (as Osman phased it) “almost put into clinical shape,” a
process that included not only the symbolic act of repainting the building white (formerly it was
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yellow), but also establishing laboratories, as well as an up-to-date polyclinic, within which a
number of students were trained.53 As Osman put it, the institution during this period was
“transformed from a prison to a medical institution.”54
Osman’s attempt to reform the old institution to fit the needs and demands of a modern
mental hospital, however, had its limitations since it was not possible to implement all the
required reforms to upgrade Toptasi due to the inefficient architectural design of its old quarters,
including its lack of space for research laboratories, patient rooms, and the necessary
infrastructure, which in the end made Osman realize that the old asylum was simply
incompatible with modern practices.55 What he hoped for was a new space, located in the
outskirts of the city with open space to accommodate a park to build a modern sanatorium.56
Accordingly, Osman requested from the state to allocate the spacious deserted Resadiye
Barracks, bordering Bakirkoy region of Istanbul, as the new site to build his mental hospital. The
republican regime, despite the economic burden it inherited from the empire and the War of
Independence, was determined to support Osman’s mission of establishing a modern psychiatric
institution as part and parcel of implementing its overall modernizing project of creating a
modern healthy nation-state—inherent in its allocation of the barracks for this purpose.
Captured by this modernist ethos of dismantling the old to enable the new, the Bakirkoy
Mental Hospital in the eyes of Osman came to represent the orderly, sanitized and scientific
republican institution/hospital with two thousand patients, lecture halls, biology, serology and
anatomy/pathology laboratories, electro and mechanotherapy sections, x-ray facilities, and a
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polyclinic for medical students.57 In contrast, he was now remembering the old asylum as an
ancient Ottoman institution that represented almost all the negative features of the Ottoman past:
disorderly, unsanitary and unscientific. “What a terrible reputation Toptasi had,” Osman thus
concluded, “and the sincerity Bakirkoy acquired in contrast.”58
Psychiatry and Religion
Osman’s ideas and projections as a modernizer on how a modern society should operate of
course became better structured, top-down informative, and authoritarian when he dealt with
issues of his own scientific expertise. As the designated official expert, Osman thus delved into
making authoritative statements on mental disorders and the human psyche, redefining them
within the analytic framework of the scientific and medical discourses. In what follows, I will
describe Osman’s psychiatric analysis of madness as a biological, physiological sickness that can
be treated and cured through proper and proven scientific methods, in contrast to older unreliable
forms of healing that depended primarily on metaphysics, religion and superstition to treat
madness.
Modern psychiatry as has been argued by many is a discourse that is closely linked to or
intertwined with liberalism as an emancipatory and progressive scientific discipline with the
capacity to liberate the mad from the chains and tortures of the old ways of healing.59 Moreover,
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psychiatry as a medical discipline emerged at a specific time, one that correlates with the
emergence of the modern state and its concerns for regulating its population on medical and
judiciary grounds.60
Armed with a new set of scientific knowledge and methodology, psychiatry, according to
Osman, is now able to deal with madness in a more rational and effective manner than the older
non-rational healing practices of the past. Osman described older religious healing as
superstitions and a means to an end rather than as an end in itself as is the case for new medical
practices:
All religions practiced esculapian (hekimlik) primarily to attract and bedazzle
the folk. They thus blemished health issues (hifzisihha kaideleri) with
religious doctrines. They claimed to produce miracles by praying over the
sick. Even today most (mental) patients in backward countries are entrusted to
hodjas and priests. Religion, as a matter of fact, relied on [what modern
medicine calls] suggestive therapy (telkin tedavisi) to gain power for itself, yet
giving it a religious garb.61
As a number of historical studies persuasively demonstrated, Osman’s retrospective take on
“suggestive therapy” as a form of religious manipulation is historically unfounded, because in
the pre-modern world healing could not have been thought of as distinct from religious
articulation.62 Nevertheless, what Osman aims to do here is not an historical evaluation of the
relationship of religion and medical healing, but rather to stress the ineffectiveness of religious

Psychiatric Power, pp. 13-16. Andrew Scull, Most Solitary of Afflictions: Madness and Society in Britain,
1700-1900 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993).
60
For more, see my discussion of governmentality, biopolitics, and population in the Introduction, and in
Chapter II.
61
Mazhar Osman, “Tibbiyeliler bayraminda soylenilen,” Konferanslarim, pp. 48-49.
62
See Dols, Majnun; Owsei Temkin, The Fallen Sickness: A History of Epilepsy from the Greeks to the
Beginnings of Modern Neurology (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1971 revised edition):
Howard Clark Kee, Medicine, Miracle, and Magic in New Testament Times (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1988); and for healing and medicine in the Ottoman Empire from the sixteen to the
eighteenth centuries, see Miri Shefer-Mossensohn, Ottoman Medicine: Healing and Medical Institutions,
1500-1700 (Albany: SUNY Press, 2009).
31

methods in curing the mentally ill particularly since these traditional methods do not rely on
scientific knowledge nor are they based on scientific definitions, identifications, and thorough
classifications of mental illnesses or their treatments.63
A “Physical and Clinical” Discipline
What we witness above through Osman’s writings is the paradigmatic shift of the understanding
and experience of madness from the religious (metaphysical) domain to a medical (physical) one.
Within the analytic framework of the medical psychiatric discourse, the mind appears as
physical, material, and concrete, and all mental states and illnesses are explained physiologically
and through scientific reasoning. Concurrent with this, Osman considered religious healers
(hodjas and priests) as his “most dangerous adversaries” (en buyuk rakipler), relentlessly
rebuking them for causing more harm than good to the sick. He repeatedly harped on the
dangers of excluding madness from other physical illness, and for considering mental issues not
as physical problems, but the works of spirits, jinns, demons, and enraged gods (perilerin,
cinlerin, seytanlarin, muhafiz meleklerin, gazaba gelen ilahlarin rolu oldugu) and for relegating
the cure to priests and hodjas and to a metaphysical realm that defies explanation (of causes) and
observation.64 And he supported his argument through his patient case reports such as the one of
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Mehmet Aga, who had the mistake of going to a hodja in search of a cure from his psychiatric
problems. His condition deteriorated during this process. Obsessed with the idea that he was now
bewitched by the hodja, and thus suffering more, Mehmet Aga ended up stabbing the hodja.
Luckly the knife was blunt, and the hodja survived. Following this incident, Mehmet Aga was
put into a mental hospital, where he was fully recovered under the treatment of Osman.65
Religious healers and nonscientific psychic healing practices pose a real danger to psychiatry
precisely because they continue to haunt contemporary perceptions of the early Republic. Osman
described how “very few mentally disturbed patients seek out the advice of psychiatrists,”
preferring instead “the hodjas and priests who are far more popular than doctors” (tabibi
musavirlerimiz bizden daha gozde ve marifetli hocalar, papazlar), and their continuing belief in
being cured by prayers, magic waters, enchanted shirts, rather than by medication, serums, and
vaccines.” 66
Osman’s goal is to propagate the idea that madness is “a physical sickness, just like
pneumonia, icterus, and appendicitis,” describing it simply as a “dysfunction of the cells in the
brain cortex, particularly the ones in the forebrain,” that had nothing to do with spirits or jinns. It
can only be cured by doctors and through medication and “not by sacred offerings, prayers or
spells.” Just as “planes do not fly with prayer, [and] ships do not navigate by magic” he adds,
diseases including mental ones cannot be cured by superstition but only though medical science,
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since science is “the one and only thing that regulates the world” (dunyaya hakim olan ancak
fendir).67
Osman stresses over and over that traditional healing methods are ineffective and illusionary,
and should be discarded and replaced by effective medical measures and procedures. Unlike
modern medicine, the old methods lack the power to save lives or cure diseases. Here he gives
the example of Pasteur’s vaccine, and poses the question:
Who should be more revered: Pasteur who saved thousands with his vaccines,
or a religious bigot who uses religion for his own benefit, while leaving the
masses in darkness? Whose prayers [could] save millions of babies suffering
from diphtheria in the past?68
In all his popular writings, Osman underscores the importance of introducing the new language
of science to the public as a way of disabling the older language of healing. This includes the
replacement of older popular terms like “jinn,” “healer,” “hodja” with new concepts like
“psychiatry,” “clinic,” “laboratory,” assuring the public that unlike older methods and
superstitious beliefs “science poses no harm;” instead, it conquers “ignorance and disease.”69 He
further invites young doctors to disseminate modern psychiatry. If they would be successful in
educating the masses on the benefits of modern medicine, then they can all find positions for
themselves, and overcome their “biggest adversaries,” i.e. “ignorance, and the religious healers
who are the byproducts of ignorance.”70
Osman recognizes the significance of recruiting the younger generation of doctors in this
project of re-educating the public in the importance of scientific knowledge. They are among the
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first professionals to “tie the public to the [republican] government, and to popularize the new
regime among the masses. [It is] by these doctors’ endeavor that the public is going to be
modernized, the population will grow, be healthy, and embrace the [republican]
transformations.”71
Reconceptualizing the Soul and the Mind
In what follows, I focus on how Osman, as an agent of an epistemic modernity occurring in the
late Ottoman Empire and early republic, dealt with the concepts of the soul (ruh/nafs) and the
mind (akil), which are still used interchangeably within Turkish psychiatric terminology. In so
doing, I try to shed light on Osman’s rearticulations of these concepts, in an attempt to replace
their earlier more abstract/metaphysical meanings with scientific and purely physical ones.
It is clear that until the emergence of the modern psychiatric discourse, concepts such as the
soul (nafs/nefs, ruh), spirit (ruh), heart (qalb, kalp) and the intellect (akl, akil) remained
“unordered,” (i.e. were not definitive, unlike they would become in the sciences) in the Islamic
tradition. “Unordered” in the sense that their meaning transpired by and through a network of
relations among each other, purporting an ambiguity over the question of what constitutes each
of them as well as madness and its origins.
Within Islamic tradition, as the Islamic scholar Ebrahim Moosa explains, the soul is mainly
defined by and through a “pectoral psychology,” which designates the chest, or pectoral region
of the human body as its core.72 In accordance with that, the heart (qalb, kalp) emerges as the
seat of emotions as well as of the conscience and thus, by implication, is inseparable from the
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intellect and reasoning (akl, akil).73 Some major Muslim thinkers such as Ibn Sina, in tune with
the Greek tradition, and particularly of Galenic medicine, acknowledged the brain as the seat of
cognition and perception.74 Others like al-Ghazali, influenced by Sufism acknowledged the brain
as a cognitive and sensory organ but related the intellect more to the heart than the brain. With a
specific reference to the anatomy of the heart, al-Ghazali, for instance, pointed to the existence of
a hollowed cavity with dark blood inside the heart that he considered to be the locus of the
soul/spirit (ruh), in which the “three vital capacities of a human being coalesce: the ability to
perceive, the capacity to know, and the capacity to experience things.”75
Within this framework, even though the brain was considered to be a part and parcel of the
sensory apparatus, the heart emerges as the seat/center of the overarching apparatus of
perception, knowledge, and experience. The heart, as al-Ghazali put it, embodied the “perfect
eye,” the “rational faculty,” the “spirit,” and the “soul” that was reified through a nexus of the
heart constituting the “delta into which various tributaries from the intellect, the spirit, and the
soul flow.”76 In this light, madness was located more in the heart than the brain, making premodern cases of madness, such as divine madness (the holy fool), spirit-possession and other
forms, to be conceptualized within the complicated network of the soul, spirit, and the intellect
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culminating in the heart.77 Differing from the Islamic definition, which locates madness
(junnun/mecnun/possession) within the polyvocal network centered in the heart, modern
psychiatry focuses exclusively on the physical brain as the site of madness. The brain is
accordingly defined as an isolated organ that can be studied, observed, dissected, and reduced
into neurons.
Brain, Cognition, and the Soul
Over the last two centuries in the West, the issue of the soul or psyche, as various studies argue,
came to be defined under the modern concept of mind by the emerging disciplines of psychology
and psychiatry. As such studies demonstrate, the soul and psyche during this period was
systematically transformed from its metaphysical (or spiritual) grounding to a physical
(nonspiritual) one, in which it came to represent the totality of the human mind together with its
newly concocted conscious and unconscious layers, both delineated to be physically located
within the brain.78 This was a process of empiricization of the psyche, a peculiar process facing
challenges on various grounds particularly due to the failure of the psy-sciences (particularly
including neuropsychiatry) to provide physical evidence on the psyche or mind, which in turn set
the standard to evaluate the mind through memory, either stored consciously or oppressed and
hidden in the unconscious.79
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Memory in this period, as philosopher Ian Hacking put it, “became a scientific key to the
soul, so that by investigating memory (to find out its facts) one would conquer the spiritual
domain of the soul and replace it by a surrogate, a knowledge about memory.”80 This
conceptualization was certainly framed under modern bio-politics and its vision of the “human”
as an object of study with a psyche, mind, and memory that can be empirically examined.
Psychiatry and modern psychology, within this context, emerged as the sciences of the human
mind, objectively studying the human psyche or soul, thus turning the impossibility of the
“science of the soul” into an empirical possibility, the “science of memory.”81 This collaboration
of the two psy-sciences, one might further claim, sheds light on the popularity of various nonphysiological methods, such as psychoanalysis within psychiatry until psychoanalysis’ fall from
grace in the 1960s due to the emergence of modern antipsychotic drugs, which enabled
psychiatry to provide physiological methods to deal with issues it hitherto could not.82
This shift from soul to mind within the Turkish case seems to have a complicated genealogy,
at least linguistically, particularly since the Islamic concept of ruh (soul) remained (and still
remains–albeit ambiguously) in use within the modern Turkish psychiatric terminology. In
addition, the mental hospitals in the country are still officially called the hospitals of sicknesses
of the mind, the soul and the nerves (akil, ruh ve sinir hastaliklari), a combination of
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old/metaphysical and new/physiological concepts put together with a sanitized, scientific
meaning. Osman explains in his scientific publications that the “mental, soul or nerve illness
expressions are used almost interchangeably [within the modern psychiatric terminology];” they
all refer to cases of “stricken souls,” symptomized by hopelessness and listlessness; anger and
exuberance; and amnesia and incomprehension, which is simply a physiological symptom, and
its cite is the cortex of the brain.83
Despite its first and foremost religious and existential resonance, it is interesting to see how
the concept of ruh has prevailed within modern Turkish psychiatric terminology. This has been
rendered possible through a scientific transformation of the word from its old yet still valid and
preemptive meaning (i.e., mainly a metaphysical entity) to brain, mind, and memory (a
biological as well as a psychological entity that can be analyzed through empirical scientific
methodology) in tune with the modern reformist project of Turkish psychiatry. Osman openly
refuted the old metaphysical understanding of ruh, and considers the soul a biological fact:
Sicknesses of the mind are caused by defects in brain cells… (bu hucrelerin
anatomic ve fizyolojik kusrundan ve bozuklugundan ileri gelir)….
Consequently, the soul (ruh), which is often confused with its philosophical
and metaphysical understanding, is a physiological fact (fizyolojiyai bir
hadise, bir vazifedir).84
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Even though he is resorting to a language full of historically overarching concepts imbedded
within the Islamic tradition, Osman seems to be confident in his writings on what the soul can
physiologically be. Unlike the (Islamic) soul, which is the essence of life, in Osman’s prose, the
soul is simply reduced to the content of human consciousness (beserin suuru muhtevasi), which
is reflected through the activities in the neurons, and thus could not exist without the brain
(dimag). 85 Within this framework, the soul (ruh) is a part of the brain, and cognition is
psychologically/psychiatrically centered in the “cortex of the forebrain”:
The soul is constituted by the overall activities, and effects (vazifelerinin
tamamini, muhasalasini) of the cells that are situated within the cortex of the
brain, particularly the cortex of the forebrain (dimagin kisrinda[,] bilhassa
kuddami fussun kisrinda)…We know that there are cells in the cortex within
which the bodily [physical] movements as well as feelings originate. There
are also cells that enable thinking, “pensee.” The cortex of the forebrain,
therefore, is the center of the soul and the main subject in psychiatry.86
Mental problems consequently emerge when there are physiological problems or distortions
within the cortical cells: “If any of the cortical cells are damaged or cannot perform their duties,
the individual loses the ability to think properly, and becomes simpleton and dumb (avanak ve
budala olur). And if the performance of those cells is perverted, there appear sickly ideas and
manners. Hence that person is called mecnun and muhtel (mad and disturbed).” Having a healthy
soul (selim ruh), Osman further emphasizes, “is tied to a physically healthy mind (salim bir
dimag nescine baglidir)…”87
Osman repeats that psychiatry is a positive science (musbet bir ilim); and it is mainly
concerned with mental defects that are outcomes of examinable physical changes in the human
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brain. He nonetheless acknowledges that the psychiatric discipline is still in its very early stages
of development, and therefore its knowledge of cellular and neuron activities in the brain are still
not advanced enough to be able to produce precise definitions, and to find exact cures. He is,
however, quite optimistic about what the future holds for this science and its potential to cure the
mentally ill through exclusive medical methods based on new pathological findings. 88
Osman also acknowledges the fact that, due to its current limited level of knowledge,
psychiatric diagnosis and etiology continue to rely on psychological and psychoanalytical tools
and methods to treat the mentally ill.89 These methods, according to him, are reliable for
psychiatry, as long as they are based on the experiments and observations over human emotions
conducted in laboratories.90 The psychoanalytical methodology was moreover developed to
“penetrate the depths of the soul, and to open internal lives to objective methods.” It is through
such “new methods (including dream [analysis], hypnosis, and [other methods of]
psychoanalysis)”, Osman concurs that it “becomes plausible for [psychiatrists] to penetrate the
darkest and hidden sections of the soul, and diagnose the conditions of patients.”91
Osman’s point in the abovementioned remarks on psychology and psychoanalysis, even
though they might be read in contrast with his descriptive/biologist approach, is predicated on
the idea that mental illnesses are “real,” and physical—and not metaphysical—as they could be
objectively elucidated in the laboratories. Osman appears to be open to looking at traumatic
experiences, in the way he traces genetic vulnerabilities, to understand mental illnesses in a more
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scientific way, and render them effective. Resonating with the early Freud, who propounded a
physiological basis for the unconscious located within the brain yet not scientifically pinpointed,
Osman acknowledges that the changes in the brain and the nervous system—including the ones
happening due to psychological traumas—underlie mental illnesses, and only by gaining a full
physiological understanding of them such illnesses could be effectively treated. Nonetheless, the
methods and approaches that the current psychiatry relies on (in spite of their shortcomings) are
still able to help treat and cure illness in far more effective and predictable ways than older
practices of healing.
An Example: Ruh (Soul/Spirit), Cin (Jinn), and Cin-net (Mental Disorder); or Where
Does the Cinnet Lies?
Despite the strictly physiological character that Osman offered through his psychiatric language,
the employment of the same word ruh both within religious and medical discourses/domains in
the Turkish case constantly undermines the physical/metaphysical binary that modern psychiatry
defined itself through.92 This conjunction of the physical and the metaphysical through language
(despite the modern attempt to disconnect them), it seems to me, points to a constant slippage,
overpassing, and impasse of various fundamental binary structures, such as scientific, factual,
and physical vs. religious, superstitious, and metaphysical that the modern psychiatric discourse
relies on. In other words, this interchangeable use of the word soul (ruh) –which was essential in
the psychiatric discourse, and, at the same time, imbedded within the Islamic and Sufi
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tradition—inevitably leads to an ambiguous and open-ended relationship, one that hinders a clear
cut oppositionality between the two discourses and their separate domains.
For while the language hanged in the rift, many people suffering from soul or mind problems
inevitably continue to move between psychiatrists and healers to find solutions for their
problems. This indeed constituted a core problem for Osman. Osman often complained of such
patients and their families who requested psychiatrists to collaborate with the healers:
[The patients and their families] always leave us crossing paths with hodjas
and priests, who enter the patient rooms while we are leaving. There are also
cases in which we come face to face with them as if they are our colleagues…
This is because our field has been dominated by religious healing for
centuries. Hodjas and priests (rather than doctors) had worked in asylums; and
the doctors were forced to perform medical cures through religious
ceremonies…93
Yet it should be noted, as the anthropologist Jean Comaroff in dialogue with Ian Hacking, aptly
reminded us, “our sense of ‘truth’ is always provisional, our evidence contextual.”94 In this light,
once one attempts to question the secularist indoctrination—and the absolute authority claims of
(empiricist) science—it becomes plausible to suggest that what matters for the “reality” of
mental sickness is the way and the language that defines it. And there seems to be two projected
“language” options for Osman, and his colleagues, as well as his “rivals”: the (systematic)
scientific language of modern psychiatry, and the (rather elusive) language of metaphysics. It is
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within this context that Osman inevitably appears to be one of, if not the major actor within early
republican Turkey promoting the scientific option of “truth making” for mental disorders.
Nevertheless, as the etymological ambiguity over concepts such as ruh (meaning both the
soul/spirit and the mind), which has been traced above displays, the different definitions and
rationalizations of mental illness (i.e. the physical and metaphysical forms) are parts and parcels
of complex daily life networks and practices, making the two supposedly opposite languages
more intricate and interrelated. This etymological ambiguity, as I trace further in Chapter III by
focusing on the fluctuations within Turkish psychiatry between the first (Mazhar Osman) and
second generation of Turkish psychiatrists, I believe, represents a structural pattern that haunts
the Turkish psychiatric terrain. There clearly seems to be a series of genealogically ambiguous
concepts within the modern Turkish psychiatric discourse. One example (other than the ruh) that
stands out is the concept of cinnet (mental disorder), which originates from the concept of cin
(jinn), a spirit that is believed to possess [souls] and “mentally” derange human beings.
Allow me to offer a striking example on the use of the concepts of cin and cinnet to clarify
my point. The example comes from Osman’s published patient cases, and speaks to the
encounter between modern conceptualizations of psychiatry and the traditional understanding of
madness, which are posited as oppositional and detached from each other. Writing on his
criminal patient cases, Osman tells us the case of a school janitor called Suleyman who was
brought to Bakirkoy Mental Hospital in July 16, 1932 after he murdered and severed the head of
an old woman. During his medical examinations, Suleyman insisted that he was possessed by
spirits (cinler/jinns) and was in a dream-like trance at the time of the killing and that he regained
consciousness only after hearing other people’s screaming. Since the patient, according to
Osman, showed no sign of mental abnormality (such as an altered or lost perception of reality or
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a mood disorder) during his medical examination at Bakirkoy, Osman diagnosed Suleyman as
suffering an instant/temporary case of mental disorder (cinnet) presumably triggered by his
“superstitions.”95
What is indeed fascinating here is not only the clash of two different “realities” explaining
the same “unconscious” moment (i.e. being possessed according to Suleyman, and a case of
mental dysfunction for Osman) but the linguistically overlapping terminology used by the two
sides to describe the condition itself. Osman’s medicalized diagnosis for Suleyman’s description
of being possessed by the cin (jinn) is none other than “cin-net” —albeit a secularized, scientized
version of the original cin (jinn). Such slippages of the tongue and the meaning continue to exist
(even today) despite (empiricist) psychiatry’s efforts to terminate them for good. How they are
perceived today by patients, their families, and doctors, however, is a question that should be left
for anthropologists.
Tracing the epistemological shifts and historical reformations (as well as the resistances)
within the late Ottoman and early republican definitions of mental issues through the lens of
modern Turkish psychiatry demonstrates the rather complicated history of the transformation of
the elusive and unordered category of madness into the “objectively” defined, classified, and
rearticulated category of mental illness. Such shifts are indeed concurrent and embedded within
the project of the construction of the modern state, first under the Ottoman Empire, and later the
Republic of Turkey, as well as the Ottoman-Turkish (epistemic) modernity. Hence, they shed
light on the processes of the reconsideration and redefinition of issues of tradition, authenticity,
as well as the question of what constitutes the modern under a specific period of socio-political
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and epistemic shifts. Mazhar Osman indisputably was a major contributor to such
transformations through his (assigned) role as the leading expert of the emerging field of Turkish
psychiatry. The next chapter considers Osman as a prominent expert, technocrat, and scientist of
the new republican regime shaped within its modernist imaginary of a modern state, population,
and public hygiene; and it focuses on his contributions to the republican project to reach its goals
of constructing an orderly, healthy, and well-regulated (i.e. modern) Turkish society.
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Chapter II
Mazhar Osman, Population, and the Modern State

This chapter focuses on Mazhar Osman’s psychiatric conceptualizations of the issues of healthy
sexuality, women’s rights, and gender roles in Turkish society. It also addresses Osman as the
republican psychiatrist and his statements and intervention in various realms of social life as they
were being reshaped by the new nation-state. The chapter consequently puts Osman under the
lens as an expert and technocrat (uzman) of early republican Turkish state, at the service of the
modern state and its politics of national development (political economy) by and through his own
field of expertise.
From the nineteenth century on, the nation-state came to embody what Timothy Mitchell
calls, the “politics of techno-science, claiming to bring the expertise of modern engineering,
technology, and social science to improve the defects of nature, and to repair the ills of
society.”96 This socio-political framework is indeed embedded in bio-politics and bio-power,
which since the eighteenth century has transformed the “social ‘body’ from a simple juridicopolitical metaphor (like the one in Leviathan) into a biological reality and a field for medical
intervention.”97 This historical shift, as discussed in detail in the introduction, was a
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transformation from the territorial state (and its classical forms of power) into the modern state
of population and its bio-political power forms and structures.
Osman’s case seems to provide further supportive evidence (from the Turkish state side of
the story) for such arguments, particularly since Osman emphatically repeats in his publications
that he deemed serving the modern state to enforce and disseminate its modern policies and
regulations concerning population—that is to turn it into a healthy, orderly, and modern
society—as his most important task. His “conscience,” as he further makes his internalization of
the task of the technocrat clear, is “full of confidence for his contributions to improve his
country.”98
The role of the expert Osman played was a complex one, mutually unfolding on a level in
which the state technocrat historically engaged with and attempted to reproduce a scientific
discourse within his own socio-cultural context. It at the same time involved the task of
translating modern standards of “civilized” (i.e. European) societies (muassir medeniyetler) for
his own society.99 Osman’s major task, within this framework, was to culturally translate as well
as produce a national language to accompany and localize the recent “developments of science”
that would complement the national development projects of the modern Turkish state.
As a conscript and translator of Western modernity, Osman’s enthusiasm for almost all
aspects of the modernizing project of the republic at large seems hardly surprising. Influenced by
the nationalist ethos of the era, which overlapped with his modernism, he for instance embraced
the idea of reforming the Ottoman language and praised the government for embarking on a
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“great mission purify Turkish from foreign words, that was to enable a “pure and genuine”
(national) Turkish language (oz Turkce).”100 He thus emphatically called on every “citizen” of
the new Turkish nation to speak only in Turkish, in its recently purified form that was cleansed
of the multi-ethnic elements of the Ottoman language. This is how he put it: “we used to be
Ottomans all together (osmanliydik, beraberdik); and everyone despite of their ethnic origins and
native tongues had somehow contributed to the [Ottoman] language. But now we have
established a new mother land, and we will produce a new language (yeni yurt yaptik, yeni dil
kuracagiz).”101 Modernizing the language was part of a process of creating a homogenous
Turkish nation, one that transcends ethnic differences which was central to Ottoman governance.
Osman’s comments should thus be read as products of the republican project of modern nation
building, as they were imbedded in an all-encompassing project of modernity that was based on
creating a new present open to the future (which was defined under the republic) and not the past
(i.e. the empire).
An Expert of the State
Osman’s extolment of the modernizing policies of the republican government includes numerous
reforms in various realms of social life. His most direct target of praise as well as direct
intervention was on the policies of social medicine and public hygiene. A committed humanist,
Osman commended the Republican government’s “offering to take care of the society by and
through its health and population policies.” 102 In other words, Osman considered the reforms for
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the (re)organization and the (re)ordering of the population within the framework of the process
of “humanization,” through which the modern Turkish state aimed to transform its population by
including it into universal humanity facilitated by modern sciences, of which psychiatry was but
one of its disciplines. This is how he put it:
The republican government has taught us how to live humanly (bize insanca
yasamayi ogretti)… The civilized world used to make fun of our lifestyle.
They used to watch us as if we were cannibals (Tarzi hayatimizla medeni
dunya egleniyor, bizi yam yamlar gibi seyire geliyorlardi). But now we have
human dresses, and took our wives out of caged veils (Bizde insan kiyafetine
girdik, karilarimizi kafesli peceler arkasindan cikardik)…103
Osman consequently stressed that the Turkish society should “appreciate the new regime, and its
greatest, determined, and brilliant hero [Mustafa Kemal], who has saved the population from
superstitious traditions, and taught them the pleasures of living like humans.”104 This discourse
of the humanization of the population, within the lines of social medicine, as well as republican
claims of sovereignty, was not only about overcoming old superstitious beliefs and traditions, a
foundational claim of the republican regime. It was instead embedded within biopolitical
mechanisms and knowledge systems, and was a part and parcel of the modern project of
manufacturing an orderly society, whose potentiality should be maximized. And the provision of
such a population made of productive/governable citizens relied on taking “social dangers”
(including but not limited to mental illness) inherent within the society under stringent control.
It should be kept in mind that psychiatry’s rise to prominence in the nineteenth century was
not a process that simply relied on the application of its rationality to mental or behavioral
disorders, but also on its functioning as a sort of public hygiene.105 Different than the other
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specialties of medicine, such as bacteriology and pathology which sought to control epidemic
diseases such as the bubonic plague under control, hence became the pillars of social medicine,
psychiatry, at the turn of the nineteenth century, emerged to gain such a prestige by developing
itself into a medical discipline that was conceived of as a response or remedy to the dangers
inherent in the social body.106 By doing so, psychiatry explicitly entered into the socio-juridical
terrain to define and control the dangers hidden in human behavior, particularly since it now
claimed to link mental and behavioral disorders to living conditions (such as overpopulation,
urban life, alcoholism, debauchery, criminality) or perceived them as a “source of danger for
oneself, for others, for one’s contemporaries, and for one’s descendants through heredity.”107
It was within this context Osman argued that psychiatry (tabebeti ruhiye) in Turkey was now
a field not only confined within the walls of psychiatric institutions, but rather a medical
discipline that “illuminated (nurlandirmis) every path of civil life, and working every day to
ensure a vital civil need (hayati ve medeni bir buyuk ihtiyacimiz) for the good of the nation.”108
This is how he put it:
Psychiatry does not concern itself only with the few mentally disordered
confined in asylums, but with the larger number of the population who are
free and living amongst us. Individuals who suffer from mental deficiencies
are not limited to the half-witted and the insane (deliler) who are mostly under
treatment but also unruly and obstinate minds (malul ruhlular) such as the
extreme profiteers, revolutionaries, and chief bandits (ihtikarcilarin,
ihtilalcilarin, kara cetelerin ele basilari). No one notices the insanity of such
individuals or consider them as mentally ill. No one therefore strives to
examine, confine, and cure them accordingly. Yet, their harm to society is far
greater than those of the [openly] insane.109
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Osman here indicated the importance of psychiatry as a social medicine/public hygiene
particularly due to its role in identifying and preventing the dangers hidden in human behavior,
which he labeled as behavioral disorders. In another piece, yet again following the same logic of
public hygiene, and at the same time relying on binaristic themes of order vs. disorder, normal
vs. abnormal, deviant vs. healthy minded, he emphasized that “fraud, roguery, drunkenness,
lavishness, dissention, sexual inclinations swerving from nature (tabilikten inhiraf eden tenasuli
meyiller), pickpocketing, revolutionism, blackmailing, labor strikering (grevcilik),
indetermination, and harmful and socio-oppositional political activities (muzir ve umumun
arzusuna zid politikacilik) were the characteristics of this group of half-witted, disorderly,
degenerate, and rebellious individuals.”110 And he suggested curing their “souls” by sending
them to halfway houses, isolated boot camps to train and discipline their minds and body—that
was to normalize them:
It is a necessity to know those degenerates in their early ages to try to prevent
the evolution of their unhealthy (marazi) inclinations, which can be done by
curing their minds through cultivation and suggestion. And if this method
does not work, they should be confined to halfway houses and isolated boot
camps to limit the havocs they create. In some countries, they confine
uncongenial politicians (tadsiz politikacilar) to camps; and put them to heavy
exercise and physical work such as digging the land and transporting stones.
They release them after six months only if the doctors’ reports declare that
they are rehabilitated. If not, they cure them by sterilization or even
castration.111
Population and Eugenic Awareness
The disciplinary process of normalization that Osman constantly revisited in his writings, relies
on the technique of positing a normative standard and of getting people, movements, and actions
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to conform to it.112 The only way to define and set the norm or normative is by articulating what
actually is not normal. It was precisely within this constitutive mechanism of representations,
Osman attempted to define the orderly and healthy society through the psychiatric definition (or
diagnosis) of its opposite, the disorderly and sickly, a process inevitably imbedded within the
socio-political context and problem spaces of early republican Turkey.
This process of normalization and the subjugation of bodies along with the issue of
regulating the populations constituted, Foucault reminded us, the essence of the allencompassing power of modern states.113 Modern states, within this context, are predicated on
different structures and mechanisms of power than pre-modern (territorial) states, in which the
territory constitutes the fundamental element of sovereignty. Modern (population) states, in
contrast, attain their power by and according to their ability to control and govern their
populations and related “things,” or rather, as Foucault put it, “a complex composed on men and
things. The things with which in this sense government is to be concerned are in fact men, but
men in their relations, their links, their imbrication with other things which are wealth, resources,
means of substance, the territory with its specific qualities, climate, irrigation, fertility etc.; men
in their relation to other kind of things, customs, habits, ways of acting and thinking, etc.; lastly,
men in their relation to that other kind of things, accidents and misfortunes such as famine,
epidemics, death etc..”114
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Borrowing from this approach, and in an attempt to analytically engage with the early
republic of Turkey and governmentality, in what follows, I focus on the relationship between the
construction of psychiatric discourse and a modern, healthy, and productive population as it was
reflected in Osman’s writings and discussions. In this regard, I particularly ponder what Osman
called (and promoted as) “cultivating eugenic awareness” (ojenik terbiye), in other words, the
project of intervening in the population in order to regulate its gene pool and cultivate healthy
genes.
Eugenics, an applied science with a well-known history and social applications, was first
developed by Francis Galton in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in order to
improve human populations. It operates within the context of Darwin’s theory of evolution,
(Galton was himself a cousin of Darwin) and is based on the evolutionary/scientific
understanding of the possibility of improving human populations by means of encouraging
reproduction of people presumed to have desirable traits (positive eugenics) and deterring those
with defects or undesirable traits (negative eugenics). Under the historical settings of the socalled age of progress—built on circumstances brought about by the industrial revolution,
modern scientific discoveries, colonialism, as well as new teleologies including the Darwinian
theory of evolution and its derivatives such as Social Darwinism—the eugenics movement was
further ignited by the fear that modern medicine and charitable practices were inhibiting the
effects of natural selection, thus making the population weaker.115
Eugenics became a powerful discourse, and a topic of discussion in the world in the first half
of the twentieth century—one that operated in direct contact with the discipline of psychiatry and
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its practices.116 It is therefore not surprising to find Mazhar Osman, the nation’s leading
psychiatrist, publishing one of the first Turkish books on eugenics in 1935. This book
complimented the goals of the republic and its aspiration to cultivate a homogenous Turkish
population fitted to modern conditions, and was published as a part of Mustafa Kemal’s (and
later Ismet Inonu’s) Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi – hereafter CHP)
conference series in 1939.117 In addition to the book, Osman addressed the need for selective
reproduction in his major psychiatry textbooks, as well as his public talks and conferences.118 It
is clear from these writings that Osman’s main concern here was the construction of a healthy
population rather than racial politics. He was especially critical of the policy of castration and
sterilization as a purifying and controlling tactic, which was commonly practiced in Germany,
the US, and other states in this period. Emphasizing that “society has no right to legally punish a
man by disabling him,” he opposed castration procedures because it reminded him of similar
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Ottoman practices and the creation of a population full of (disabled) eunuchs. He thus asked if
the governments were “trying to create an army of eunuchs for themselves.”119 The idea of
“giving a limb” as a punishment evoked for Osman some of the practices of the Sharia that the
Turkish society “left behind” with the republic and its “modern” civil code, and it contradicted
modern population policies of the republic, which aimed to produce a healthy (and normalized)
population. (This theme of giving a limb for the sharia is commonly known among the Turkish
society, and is epitomized in common Turkish sayings such as serihatin kestigi kol acimaz [the
limb cut by the Sharia does not hurt]). Osman further pointed out that even if it was for the
“justice of society,” “no one would be willing to give a limb and forgive the one that makes him
disabled.”120 Such punishments could not be conceived as viable techniques for constructing a
society with maximized efficiency and productivity. Instead, they would create disabled
populations as well as irredeemable gaps and enmities between the population and the state.
Instead of castration, Osman pushed forward the idea of “cultivating eugenic [genetic]
awareness” (ojenik terbiye) among the public by medical experts who could “help citizens
choose spouses” that fit their hereditary tendencies as a way to improve the genetic pool.
Medical experts could also help and teach married couples on “how to conceive and create fit
children and nurture them in a healthy environment.”121 This kind of medical intervention should
be secured by “instituting a required medical eligibility report [from doctors] before
marriage.”122
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Osman thus reiterated the crucial importance of disseminating genetic awareness, since
creating a better genetic pool for future generation was essential for the perpetuity and
ascendancy of the nation state.123 According to Osman, genetic cognizance and control of the
genetic pool through state policies could prevent the spread of many psychiatric disorders which
posed potential dangers (albeit hidden) for the society at large. Such inherent dangers included
even minor and seemingly innocent disorders such as anger and irritability. If not controlled or
prevented earlier on, such disorders might serve as a foundation for much worse conditions in
coming generations, leading to the spread of serious, dangerous mental disabilities within
society. To support his argument, Osman offered an example of a family with “irritability
(sinirlilik) issues.” Children of this family, despite their good upbringing grew to be psychopaths.
He explained:
One of them would fall in love with a woman of his mother’s age and would
have ended up by shooting himself in the head. The eldest daughter would, on
the other hand, grow up to loathe men, detested marriage and remain a
spinster. In contrast, the third changed husbands every three to four years,
ending as a prostitute (En sonunda orta mali, bir orospu olur). Another
married and had a child but was unable to take care of it… She underfed the
baby to prevent overfeeding and kept it at home to protect it from the cold,
leading to the child’s death due to undernourishment. This is how a complete
family was destroyed by the simple and seemingly harmless sickness of
irritability.124
Welfare State and the Production of Healthy and Productive Citizens
Osman linked mental health to knowledge, repeating over and over that citizens’ knowledge of
mental hygiene and genetic awareness is crucial for the construction of a healthy population and
future generations. He at the same time recognized that creating a genetically healthy and
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productive population requires state intervention and imposing measures to regulate
reproduction. For example, he proposed restricting and/or prohibiting the marriage of unfit
members of society, including the mentally disabled, the mad, and retarded individuals, as a
“right of any government.”125 In his public statements, Osman further linked the cultivation of
genetic knowledge (ojenik terbiye) to patriotism and the love of the nation. In his first radio
address, he reiterated that genetic knowledge is a patriotic act:
The greatest patriotic act is to strengthen the motherland by producing robust
(saglam) children. The motherland gets its power from vigorous and fit
children with strong bodies and clean souls, who will be able to protect the
motherland, work in its countryside, factories, villages and cities, and foster a
new generation just like itself.126
Osman here follows the liberal idea of the welfare state, which emphasizes the importance of the
“wealth, tranquility, and happiness” of the population, and thus provides the rationale for state
intervention in order to ensure the wellbeing of the population.
This idea of welfare state is imbedded with a new special form of power, i.e. pastoral power,
which while historically emerging out of Christian claims of salvation both on individual as well
as communal grounds, later changed its objective from leading people to their salvation in the
next world into ensuring it in this world. And it is in this context, according to Foucault, the
“word ‘salvation’ takes on different meanings: health, well-being (that is, sufficient wealth,
standard of living), security, protection against accidents.”127 And this is how the modern state
defined welfare—and the regulation of the population to serve that end—within the lines of
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making the citizens more comfortable. This project included provisioning of needed things (as
well as desired or made desirable) for daily life. Put differently, the welfare and happiness of the
population is now linked not only to health and security, but also to capital and productivity,
making the management of population dependent on a health policy that would be ensured by its
wealth. The policy of producing a genetic pool of highly productive and mentally/physically
healthy people would therefore became essential for any modern government in its project of
creating a prosperous population.
It is within this framework that Osman emphasized, “robust hands and orderly minds (saglam
eller, duzgun kafalar) are the capital of a society (bir cemiyetin sermayesidir). It is with them
that the society would rise, protect itself, and prosper.”128 In contrast, “a sickly, weak hence
unproductive population,” he stressed, “would be a financial burden and a threat to the survival
of the state and society.”129 Preventing the financial burden of the diseased, unproductive
members of society thus emerges as a major task of the state, a task that could be most
effectively conducted by regulating marriage, as well as hindering the reproduction of
“degenerates and such with hazardous defects for the population.”130 A strong intervening hand
of the state is thus needed, Osman reiterated, to “promote and force the healthy and the sound to
reproduce” (positive eugenics), and at the same time to forbid the deficient and unhealthy
members from reproducing (negative eugenics).131 This argumentation clearly displays one of
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the most easily pinpointed aspects of the interaction (and integration) between medicine and
politics, as it unfolded under the republican regime. It is within such historical conditions that a
modern physician, such as Osman, came to gain tremendous power and authority through the
task of sustaining social hygiene.132
To produce national wealth within this context emerges not merely as a state responsibility
but also as one defined within the matrix of family, individual, and citizen. Starting from the
middle of the eighteenth century, and in line with the modern conceptualization of the population
and the modern form of government, the family shifted from its early form as a model for
government and economy, into an “element internal to population,” a “segment,” an
“instrument” or a “fundamental relay” in the government of the population.133 The
nation/population, Osman articulated within those lines, is “a community made of families,
which must be cherished and strengthened by healthy families and new generations that they
would produce.”134 He further insisted, “calling the families which are raising the arms and the
minds that are going to build up and prosper the country as the real servants of the motherland
(hakiki vatan hadimi). Inscribing this idea in the mind of every citizen, as well as regulating and
controlling families from above should be the ultimate goal (sayani temenni)” of the government
and its technocrats, experts or physicians such as Mazhar Osman.135

132

Biopolitics and the abovementioned process of the allocation of power into medicine assumed its final
and ultimate form, as philosopher Giorgio Agamben aptly argues, under the Nazi Socialist Reich and its
euthanasia program, which even further enabled the “sovereign decision [and authority] on bare life to be
displaced from strictly political motivations and areas to a more ambiguous terrain in which the physician
and the sovereign seem to exchange roles.” Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare
Life trans. Daniel Heller-Roazen (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998), p. 143.
133
Michel Foucault, “Governmentality,” pp. 99-100. Also see, Michel Foucault, Security, Territory,
Population, pp. 104-105.
134
Mazhar Osman Uzman, “Ojenik,” p. 12.
135
Ibid., p. 12. This consideration of the family as the basis of the nation, deployed with the political duty
of raising healthy future generations was a repeated theme within the popular literature in the late
Ottoman Empire. The influential women’s magazine of the Young Turk era, Kadinlar Dunyasi, for
60

Regulating the Family
It is through this role assigned to family the biopolitical project of raising healthy productive
generations is defined within the sphere of the family. The cultivation of genetically healthy
consecutive generations therefore requires families made up of able sexual subjects who would
provide a psychologically healthy environment to produce desirable citizens. Regulating bodies
and sexual life as well as formulating modern subjectivities, in other words, should start within
the cradle of an orderly family to be reinforced through other disciplinary apparatuses such as the
school, prison, barracks, and the hospital. The family, therefore, was transformed into a
fundamental mechanism of disciplinary power, through which the state permeate its citizens in
order to make its regime of power internalized by each member of its population, while, at the
same time, it measures and calculates its own efficiency by finding out the undisciplinable,
and/or incurable, within its social body—which includes the mentally sick, the criminal, i.e. the
abnormal that poses a threat to the social body. Put simply, the modern state, which works
through calculation, categorization and rationalization of its population, aims to grasp its whole
social body, together with its potentialities, and limitations by dividing it into units.
It is certainly within such a framework that the family emerges as the basic unit for state
intervention to ensure the “healthy” cultivation of its citizens (i.e. disciplinary normalization)
that would be “beneficial” to the social body as a whole.136 And psychiatry, as a part and parcel
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of social medicine, played a significant role in identifying abnormalities and pathologies. After
all, it constitutes the disciplinary apparatus that defines (hence divides) the categories of mentally
normal and abnormal, which should be indoctrinated into each family.137 The family in return
would work as an institution (and custodian) of disciplinary normalization, and in cases that it
fails to successfully perform its task, it would then defer to further disciplinary mechanisms such
as the clinic, the mental hospital, and the prison.
Defining, hence scientifically reinforcing, the project of constructing a Turkish population
made of modern healthy families therefore appears as one of the main tasks and endeavors of
Osman. One should, nonetheless, be warned not to read the endeavors of technocrats such as
Osman within a conspirational framework. Instead, the efforts of the experts to indoctrinate the
“ignorant” masses on how to live a “healthy life” should be historically problematized within the
historical settings of early republican Turkey and its biopolitical projects as well as within the
framework of “national development.” As previously noted, such an approach would situate
these experts within their own conditions of possibilities, within which they appear to be
conscripted into the great mission of transforming their own societies into healthy, beneficiary,
and modern nations in accordance with the (suggested) needs of their times.
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Regulating Sexual Life
Osman’s major task and role as a modern Turkish psychiatrist was to define what constituted
abnormalities and pathologies in order to clarify the definition of a healthy family, woman/man,
and society pertaining to the modern (bourgeois) culture of the period. This section will therefore
focus on how official psychiatric discourse in early republican Turkey intervened to establish
what was and what was not appropriate sexual behavior and will engage with Osman’s views on
the subject of sexuality and normativity.
A great deal has been written about how heterosexuality came to be defined as the norm in
bourgeois culture and under the modern power mechanisms of the nineteenth century.138
Osman’s interpretation of sexuality was inevitably a product of this historical framework of
normativity, set by and through the modern (scientific) (re)definition and categorization of
sexuality as two folded, i.e. composed of two “natural” (opposite) sexes, man and woman. Any
deviations from the two natural sex division, according to this discourse, is pathological, an idea
that dominated and maintained its absolute authority both within medicine and the social
sciences until it was fundamentally challenged by the gay liberation movement of the late
twentieth century.139
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Osman’s interpretation of healthy sexuality reflects modern process of normalization that
emerged to become the determinate view and definition on what it means to be sexually normal
and healthy, in other words, modern. It was therefore deeply connected with both the production
of (modern) governable bodies (under the recent regimes of biopolitics) as well as the projects of
“achieving modernity” in the non-Western world, historically unfolding under the auspices of a
world colonized by Western powers.140
Osman was influential in the creation or construction of those new patterns and practices of
sexuality and gender during the early years of the republic, essentially through his contributions
in producing a normative (modern) discourse on sexuality in Turkey, formulated first and
foremost by defining and categorizing unhealthy sexuality to denote the healthy. It is for that
reason, abnormal sexuality became in his writings fundamental and primary to disciplinary
normatization of sexuality in the form of heterosexuality. And he tried to disseminate this
knowledge within the Turkish public with the hope and aim of securing its health and providing
Turkish society with the necessary knowledge to ensure normal/sanitized sexual relations.
Osman in this regard addressed the issue of “sexual abnormals” (cinsi anormaller) in almost
all of his works. In his major psychiatry text books, such as Tababeti Ruhiye and Psyhiatria, he
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Massad, who although concurring with the aforementioned literature on the historical shift within the
discourse on sexuality in the Middle East in the nineteenth/early twentieth centuries, reads the current
attempts of trying to historically locate and display homosexual practices in the early modern Middle East
as products of another Western liberal discursive shift, namely the Gay [international] Movement and
Liberation. See Joseph A. Massad, Desiring Arabs (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2007), pp.
160-190. And for gay liberation movement and the challenge it posed to psychiatric diagnostics that
eventually secured removal of homosexuality from the realm of the pathological (i.e. from the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manuel of Mental Disorders—hereafter DSM), see Ian Hacking, Rewriting the Soul, p. 38.
140
On the issue of “achieving modernity” through sexuality, see Afsaneh Najmabadi, “Mapping
Transformations,” pp. 54-77.
64

defines, categorizes, and classifies sexual abnormalities, starting with masturbation (onanisme),
which he claims to be the primary site of sexual defects and very common among psychopaths.
Among the types of onanism, Osman claims narcissism (nerkis aski) to be mostly seen among
women. Indecent exposure (exhibitionisme, i.e. displaying sexual organs), on the other hand, is
more common among men even though it is also frequently observed among maniac and
paralytic women… It is “one of the oldest types of sexual defects… The aristocrats that
masturbate in their boxes in theaters while staring at women sitting in other boxes or on the
parquet and teachers who put their hands in their pockets to play with their sexual organs are
onaniste and exhibitionniste ignobles… Some bad stocks take pleasure from writing unsigned
letters to women to praise the size and shape of their sexual organs…”141
Mazhar Osman’s list continues with fetishism, sadism, masochism, pygmalionism, bestiality,
and necrophilia. He also adds the incest taboo into his scientific list of sexual abnormalities. He
does not neglect to add “perversion” and transvestitism on his list of classification of sexual
abnormalities. Unlike male sexual ardor for a female which is “natural, and works in harmony
with nature’s creation,” he identifies homosexuality and bisexuality as perversions.142 He thus
describes homosexuals as “unhappy people” because they act against their own nature. That is
why, he insists, that they tend to “detest what they are, and are ashamed of their actions.”143 He
further links perversion to poor living conditions. Perversion, he explains, is a product of sexual
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depravation. For example, men “living away from women in boarding schools, ships, and
barracks,” tend to displace their sexual needs on “feminized” male mates, occasionally having
sex with them. These encounters, he points out, are “temporary since most of these men upon
return to their natural environment find themselves only attracted to women.”144 “Fairies
(pustlar), on the other hand, show these abnormal inclinations/tendencies from a young age,
wearing feminine clothes, beautify themselves, and enjoy being told how pretty they are.” This
pathology is common, he argues, “among psychopaths. The fairy mentality/propensity is also
quite common among the paranoiacs and dipsomaniacs.”145
Osman identifies the same pathologies among women. “Women perverts” are inclined to like
“smoking, sports and wearing men’s clothes.” Again, the explanation for perversion among
women is attributed to unnatural living environment such as sex segregation practices that push
women to engage in these sexual abnormalities. But these perverted acts, as Osman points out in
the case of men, are temporary among women as well, because women too turn to their natural
sexual instincts once they leave such unhealthy segregated environments. 146
Osman’s list of sexual abnormalities includes transvestitism (transvestitisme) or the condition
of “man enjoying wearing women’s clothes, and woman enjoying wearing men’s clothes.” While
this practice is “common among fairies,” it is not exclusively theirs for “there are women who
cut their hair as short as men, smoke, and play sports. Many of those women are not lesbians but
transvestites…”147 Osman clearly thinks that the practice of sex segregation under Islam has led
to sexual perversions in society, including “sodomy/pederasty (oglancilik) and tribadism
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(sevicilik), which he claims to be “an inevitable result of social structures (ictimai zaruret) that
paved the way for such pathologies (indeed if one has inclinations for them) to develop.”148 And
if the “Orient protects its chastity (iffet) under those circumstances,” he continues, “it is because
of aversion against adultery (zina) and buggery (livata), and particularly male passivity
(mef’uliyet) during sexual intercourse.”149
Maneuvering within the methodological framework of positivist science that observes,
categorizes, and defines, Osman attempts to categorize and explain homosexuality by elaborating
on its observable characteristics. His conclusions, nonetheless, seems to be more impressionistic
than scientific:
There are many feeble-minded (aptal) among the homosexuals… Their
imaginations are higher than their intellects… They live in fantasies and
dreams… Quite a number of them kill themselves, and all of them are
religious and ascetic (dindar ve sofu)… Homosexuals possess a womanly
nature (kadin tabiatli). They like to talk about meaningless things (ipsiz sapsiz
seyler konusmayi severler)… Their handwriting is delicate, and full of
misspellings…150
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Osman thus repeats that homosexuals are delusionary people, most of the time acting and living
according to their fantasies. Many of them are suicidal, since they are unhappy beings. There are
men, in contrast, who were raped, and then committed suicide, not being able to “bear the
derogation of being a fairy.”151 He thus claims that they “gained the respect of everyone by
killing themselves.” Killing oneself, obviously for Osman, is the only way to overcome the
shame homosexuality casts over one’s life.152
Concurrently operating within the binary frameworks of natural (tabii) and unnatural/sickly
(marazi) and masculine and feminine, Osman declares that “a man must know his manliness. It
is only defective (sakat) minds that are seized by their sick compulsions do not know the honor
of manliness (erkeklik serefi), and thus find themselves on abnormal paths.”153 It is clearly
unnatural for a man to be feminine and act in feminine ways. It represents a disease, a defective
mind, and demonstrates a medical example of how a man loses his manliness associated with
masculinity and normativity. Combining the medical discourse with the realm of law and
pointing to their “universality,” Osman stresses that this “sexual aberration (cinsi dalalet), which
abases the honor of man, and recognized as despicable, unlawful, and abnormal in every country,
is unfortunately widespread.” This prevalence, he emphasizes in a Hobbesian vein, is an “augury
of the inclination of humankind for degeneration (beserin soysuzluga meyiline bir alamettir).”154
There is no doubt that homosexuals are “degenerates (soysuz),” and they are a major threat to the

151

Ibid., p. 387.
Ibid., p. 387.
153
Ibid., p. 375.
154
Ibid., p. 377. It is also hard not to notice how Osman relied on the honor/shame, man/woman
dichotomy, according to which woman was considered a source of honor and/or shame of man. See Lila
Abu-Lughod, Veiled Sentiments: Honor and Poetry in Bedouin Society (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1986). And on modern state trying to “replace the man, as the guardian of the honor of
the family” (i.e. the nation), see Beth Baron, Egypt as a Woman: Nationalism, Gender, and Politics
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), p. 42. And for honor linked to “watan, which is the
masculine noun for nation, rather than the umma, the feminine noun” Ibid., p. 43.
152

68

order of society, since they are unlawful creatures, and they stain and degenerate their
surroundings, particularly running after young boys to trap them into their degenerate plans. 155 It
is for this reason, directly referring back to the modern project of creating a genetically healthy
society, Osman points to the vital importance of either curing homosexuals completely or
keeping them under control in psychiatric institutions.
La Reine: An Exposed Case of Degeneracy
Mazhar Osman was determined to expose pathological and sexual abnormalities and the dangers
they pose to society at large. In one of his public talks, on “yuksek dejenereler” (high
degenerates), given at the University of Istanbul in 1942, for example, he presented a case study
of a transvestite from Vienna who had moved to Istanbul after the occupation of Vienna by the
Nazis:
Four or five years ago, a dear friend of mine, Prof. Nissen sent this lady to
us... She was a beautiful woman with blue eyes, elegantly dressed and fully
made-up. Her elegant hands and wrists were adorned with diamond rings and
bracelets. Her stylish shoes and silk stockings were eye catching… The
visitor, whom I took as a beautiful woman, suddenly replied: “I am sorry for
deceiving you professor. Yet, I am very pleased to look exactly as the other
sex, even a psychiatrist like you cannot notice the difference. I am not a
woman. I am a man of thirty-five years, and a transvestite. My favorite
amusement since my childhood is to wear women’s clothes. Revues displayed
my photographs, and announced me with the nickname of Lareine [sic. La
reine]. The entire world knows me. When the Germans took Vienna, it
became impossible for me to stay there. As you know, the new German law is
very harsh on unnaturals. I do not know if they will let me walk on the streets
of Istanbul wearing women’s clothes. This is my biggest pleasure, my
insuppressible illness…”156
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Here one cannot ignore (if one believes the veracity of Osman’s anecdotal narrative) the intensity
of La reine’s internalization of the psychiatric discourse on nature (normality) and deviance from
it (abnormality). S/he makes it certain to Osman that s/he is not a woman but a man, and was
complaining of the harsh policies of the new German law on “unnaturals” such as her/himself
rather than posing a challenge to the normative discourse on nature that classifies her/him as
deviant. Moreover, s/he explains her/his condition medically as an “insuppressible illness,” and
socio-culturally (as well as biologically) as her/his biggest pleasure which s/he cannot suppress.
The discourse reveals the Christian touch of asceticism on the issue of pleasure and its
suppression combined with the medical discourse that defines “unnatural and unhealthy”
pleasures as feelings that should be suppressed or cured, if the two are not the same. And this
Christian asceticism, constitutive of modern bourgeois culture, and influential on the so-called
universal (Western) psychiatric discourse, was taken by Osman at its face value, claiming to be
“universally scientific,” and detached from any religious and cultural values.
Osman concludes his talk by emphasizing the fact that “this weird transvestite left Istanbul
after a short period of time. Indeed, the police would not let that monster (ucube) walk freely on
the streets.”157 In addition to that, in the second volume of his Tababeti Ruhiye, completing his
story of La reine, he informs us that La reine, as a matter of fact, came to see him to obtain an
official permit that would enable him/her to dress as a transvestite in Istanbul without being
harassed by the police. By denying a medical excuse, Osman explains that La reine poses danger
to public order by appearing as a transvestite, a degenerate, and this certainly is a “criminal”
act.158 Defining transvestitism as a crime displays the very juncture where the law becomes
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inseparable from these attitudes and the discourse. Osman uses La reine’s case to remind his
audience once again with a detailed analysis supported by visual representation, i.e. photos of La
reine, that such degenerates cannot be (legally) tolerated in modern societies.
Gender Roles
Concurrent with the issue of direct “biological deviations from healthy sexuality,” Osman was
also concerned with gender roles in society. This is an issue he also connects to the differences
between the biology of men and women. He, as the medical state expert, was active in the
process of defining, thus constructing, social gender roles and structures within the modern
Turkish state by espousing the idea that men were superior to women. Within this framework, he
described women as emotional and passive as against active and rational men. In other words,
the superiority of men and inferiority of women, including a difference in temperament is a
“scientific truth” and a natural and biological fact. This is what determines the social roles of the
sexes; and is natural since it is biology that determines the physical and emotional propensities of
the sexes and, in turn, shapes and determines social and sexual roles. Female social roles are thus
based on maternal and nurturing instincts. Women are by default good at sewing, cooking, and
child rearing. Education is important especially in its role of enhancing the instinctive natural
propensities of women and improving their natural qualities by finding compatible husbands who
would ensure the ultimate improvement of the genetic pool of the next generation.159 Osman
therefore links women’s education to genetic awareness and transition. Moreover, since women
are physically weak, they have the propensity to be dominated, and preferred subjugation over
freedom. This is how he phrased it:
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Inclinations and occupations of men and women are different. A woman is by
nature driven by emotions rather than reason… She is physiologically weak
and [emotionally] dependent, and needs to be protected and taken care of…
She prefers subjugation over freedom, and would feel lost on her own. 160
Furthermore, pointing to her biological clock, Osman explains, a female’s best productive years
“are between fifteen and fifty,” and because of the propensity to be sick around her menstrual
cycle, a “woman’s healthy days are no more than a week in a month.” 161 By emphasizing the
female biological clock, Osman refers to what was considered a fact then, a “fact,” no doubt,
shaped and defined the role of women in society, as well as determined the sexual roles of man
and woman.
Osman does the same when he links the different biological physical qualities/propensities of
men to their social and sexual roles in society when he writes:
Man is naturally aggressive and domineering. He plays the active role during
sexual intercourse. He is on the top, providing the seeds for the soil (erkek
savletkar, mutahakkim ve cima esnasinda ustde, hareket yapan ve tohum serpen
bir mahluktur)… Man is in position of a consumer; and woman gives herself as
a commodity (Erkek alici vaziyetindedir, kadin mal olarak kendini verir).162
It should be noted that the image of man on top during intercourse that Osman relies on, apart
from reflecting the symbolic or physical power of man over woman, was believed to be the
natural and healthier position for insemination in the period.163 The image of the seed and the
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soil was a universally used metaphor, as was the image of the virgin land, symbolizing a woman
who is conquered and made fertile by man.164
Universal Suffrage and Gender Equality
In spite of his complete and utter conviction of the biological, sexual, and social difference
between men and women that made men superior and women inferior, Osman nonetheless
supported the republic’s policy of granting women political and voting rights. While he is proud
of this fact, especially since these rights were denied to women in many advanced European
countries, the reasoning for his support did not preclude his conviction of the biological
difference and inequality between the sexes. As he writes:
Many countries have yet to grant the voting right to women. Turkish women
were given that right under the republic… And we [the republic] did well
because if the mentally retarded with brains the size of a dog’s and illiterates
with empty minds have that right simply because they are men, why not grant
women the same too…? 165
To Osman, full equality is unviable and unnatural and would lead to pathological behavior and
unhappiness:
Full equality would not make men and women happy since they are different
in nature, with different drives and objectives. It is bound to lead to depression
because it is unnatural. (Ayni tarzda yaratilmayan ve hayatta merkure [sic.
mefkure] ve zevkleri ayri olan iki nesli hukuk musavati mes’ut etmez, belki
gayritabiiligi yuzunden ikisini de sikar).166
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Moving from the idea that “in nature male animals are harsh and severe to their females,”167 he
insists that the natural order of things, which determined the superiority of men and inferiority of
women is the basis of harmony, mutual respect and love between the sexes. And when
challenged this can lead to chaos and pathological kinds such as “metatropismus, which means
the opposites. These are cases in which the female has female sadism and the male has male
masochism. Thus the woman dominates her husband and the man is subjugated by his wife.”168
Dispute with the Turkish Feminists
Osman’s publication of his views on the differences between men and women in the
aforementioned article in 1930169 spurred a public discussion on the rights and nature of women
led by Turkish feminists and in particular by the Türk Kadınlar Birliği (TKB, the Turkish
Women’s Association). Their response, which appeared in the Cumhuriyet newspaper on May 1,
1930, questioned Osman’s biological foundations for inequality and called his findings
“sweeping and outrageous” (acik hukumler, munfail kararlar).
Nevertheless, within the early republican socio-political environment in which the republican
regime took the role of “women’s emancipator” at the expense of the Turkish feminist
movement, the TKB seemed to have been cautious with its critique of Osman’s views. As the
recent scholarship on Ottoman-Turkish feminism demonstrate, the Ottoman feminist movement
lost its political power under the republic. This loss of power, such studies argue, was a result of
the state run project of the “emancipation of women,” a part and parcel of the republican project
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of modernization, which undermined the Turkish feminist movement as a grassroots political
movement with socio-political claims of its own. Granted the right to vote, the women’s
movement in Turkey was depoliticized, making republican woman trapped by the gender roles
promoted by the modern state.170 Following this literature, it becomes plausible to claim that the
idea of universal suffrage is not necessarily based on equality among men and women; and
gaining the right to vote did not mean equality for women in early republican Turkey. On the
contrary, the new modernist and authoritarian regime with its claim to emancipate women
penetrated directly into feminist political spheres weakening the political possibilities and
criticism mechanisms of Turkish feminists.
Under such circumstances, the members of the TKB ended the debate by expressing—in a
matter, one would say, rather fitting to Osman’s arguments on women’s naïveté—their “deep
regrets and sadness (derin teessuf ve telehhufler)” on behalf of Osman.171 This ethereal manner
of criticism of the republican feminists (in conjunction with the suppression of the feminist
movement under the republic) echoes what Afsaneh Najmabadi, a scholar of gender and
sexuality in Iran, in another context defines as the modernizing project of unveiling women’s
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bodies, which at the same time involves the “veiling” (suppression) of their manners, practices,
and claims.172 Ottoman-Turkish feminist movement’s audacious tone of criticism, which was
best exemplified in the (Ottoman) Young Turk era magazine Kadinlar Dunyasi (published daily
and later weekly between 1913 and 1921), almost completed vanished under the republican
regime and its policies of “emancipating” and “modernizing” women.
In his reply to his feminist critics, Osman affirmed his findings with claims of full scienticity
by reiterating that “men and women were not created with same qualities and capacities;” and
insisting that this is not a matter of dispute but a “scientific fact.” Moreover, he suggested that
the angry response of the feminists was nothing but a confirmation of the scientific consensus
regarding the unreasonableness and excessive emotionalism of women. This is how he put it:
Some women got upset by our article… They assembled in their societies,
criticized our article, called journalists, and announced their anger and
protested our views… In fact, those honorable ladies verified our conclusions
by their pointless/empty umbrage.173

And he concluded his response by once again emphasizing the scientific (hence objective)
grounding of his conclusions, which he insisted were not to insult womanhood, but rather to
objectively evaluate them.”174 He was thus baffled by the disturbance that his “utterances
regarding medicine and health published in a medical journal created among women.”175
Osman upheld the Victorian values that were dominant in his period and the biological
foundation of difference between the sexes that was accepted as a fact then. He thus revisited the
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issue of the responsibilities of both men and women, determined by their biology, as well as the
duties of experts such as himself “at the service of the intellectual development of the country.”
176

After all, his primary obligation as a state expert was to work for the creation of a genetically

healthy and productive population; and obtaining such a goal depended on disseminating
scientific knowledge to society, as he struggled to do, for a full understanding of gender roles,
responsibilities, and division of labor between men and women based on their biological
differences. His feminist critics, on the other hand, were “neglecting their domestic duties in
order to gather in communities and societies to compete with men.”177 Such irresponsible
activities, he added, “would not only be the target of doctors, but also of any person who was
aware of his/her responsibilities.”178
The responsibilities of healthy women appears in Osman’s discussion of “eccentric” movie
stars as well. Clearly for Osman, gender roles and the correct division of labor between men and
women were part and parcel of disciplinary normativity. Presumably referring to the avant-garde
Hollywood stars of the period such as Greta Garbo and Marlene Dietrich, and their Turkish
equivalents such as Cahide Sonku, he analyzed the acts and performances of such female stars,
which had challenged gender roles and norms of the period on a psychiatric scale, and diagnosed
them as transvestites. They thus appeared as pathological cases in terms of gender and sexuality:
Although some novelists like eccentric women of cinema, most of us
disapprove them. Those women smoke cross-legged, had their hair cut in a
boyish style, talk about their boyfriends and sports clubs in a reckless manner.
They ride horses, exercise by rowing and boxing. Nevertheless, they do not
know how to cook an omelet, cannot sew rips, or foster a child.179
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Osman’s ideas on the role and nature of men and women reflects (and is reflected into) his
life and family relations. Osman married twice. The first ended in divorce because his first wife,
Nedime, was unable to get pregnant with him. Osman was personally a supporter of the idea of
polygamy and published articles in which he discussed the social advantages of it. He
nonetheless could not practice it because polygamy was already legally prohibited by the
republican constitution.180 He instead divorced his first wife, and married Saadat, who “blessed
him” with three sons and two daughters. And in spite of his denunciation of sex segregated
practices for creating pathologies and behavioral disorders, he nonetheless practiced it for he
used to lock up his wife Saadat in a hotel room when she accompanied him to conferences
abroad.181 This was not a strange conduct for the time and patriarchal family structures. It
nonetheless sheds further light on the modern (medical) man shaped between his modern
education and devotion to the new ways while at the same time acting in a manner that might be
defined rather unfitting or in conflict with the preached and praised new manners of conduct.
It is eventually not surprising to find out that there is a common consensus of acknowledging
Mazhar Osman as “the father of Turkish psychiatry” within (the emerging) field of the Turkish
history of science. This titular accolade, however, was not bestowed upon Osman simply because
he was among the first practicing psychiatrists in the late Ottoman Empire/early Turkish
republic, but more significantly for the role he played for both the (re)institutionalization of the
field of psychiatry and the translation and promulgation of Western psychiatric knowledge in the
country. Osman appears as a state expert and technocrat particularly of the early republic of
Turkey, serving the state as a practitioner and popular disseminator of social medicine, a set of
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modern form of knowledge that deals with the creation of a healthy population free of physical,
behavioral and mental diseases, and constitutes the foundation of the power of any modern state.
During his career, Osman clearly led the project of setting the early standards of Turkish
psychiatry, a process, which involved both the rejection of traditional “superstitious” forms of
defining and dealing with mental disorders, and their replacement with modern, scientific hence
“real” psychiatric explanations and practices. His project, in other words, was to reconceptualize
old concepts such as the soul, mind, and madness that were embedded within the traditions of
religion and philosophy in a physiological manner, hence within the framework of modern
science to render them effective, that is of course to ensure the health of the population according
to the requirements of the modern state of Turkey. This was, no doubt, a process of sanitization
that was unfolded within the ethos of the early republic and its secular modern state. Tracing the
second generation Turkish psychiatrists, several of whom were disciples of Osman, however,
displays the historical fluctuations between Osman’s project of sanitizing/scientizing the soul
and the reevaluation of psychic issues by future Turkish psychiatrists. The fluctuations between
Mazhar Osman and second generation Turkish psychiatrists, which unraveled in correspondence
with the changing condition of possibilities (and problem spaces) in early republican and postwar
Turkey are to be examined in the following chapter.
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Chapter III
From Neurons to the Nebulous: The Next Generation of Turkish Psychiatrists

Pity the sick in need of Mazhar Osman
They are orphaned this morning.
What our psychiatry has is all his.
Yet eulogy is for the mortals,
Not for him, and his eternal name. 182
“Eulogy for Mazhar Osman”
Dr. Ercumend Alacakaptan,
Sisli, September 1951

This chapter examines Mazhar Osman’s disciples and the next generation of psychiatric practice
in Turkey. It focuses on the second generation professionals, who, while accepting the premise
of psychiatry as a significant scientific discourse to maintain mental hygiene, nonetheless
questioned Osman’s rigid and intractable faith in empirical sciences as the sole source of
psychiatric knowledge, as they became more accepting of the unknowable and its
mysteriousness. Such psychiatrists thus opened the field for alternative psychiatric methods by
bringing forth a possible conversation between descriptive psychiatry, psychoanalysis,
spiritualism, and other conceivable discourses and practices on mental disorders.
Osman had left behind a well-structured psychiatric field and discourse to be safeguarded,
expanded, and further disseminated by the “army of psychiatrists who almost without exception
(directly or indirectly) were trained by him.”183 His loss was thus considered, as the eminent
psychiatrist Ihsan Sukru Aksel put it, the “loss of a national treasure,” for he was both the teacher
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and father of all Turkish psychiatrists (hem hocamiz, hem de babamizdir).184 Nevertheless, the
strict adherence of Osman to scientific certainty and his intractable belief in the progressive and
civilizing mission of scientific rationality began to lose its status, especially in the aftermath of
two disastrous world wars. This was indeed a factor in shaking faith in the optimistic progressive
utopian ideals of 19th century post-enlightenment rationality. The discipline of psychiatry in this
period consequently shifted more into the newly emerging domain of psychoanalysis, turning its
attention from the brain and its anatomy to the nebulous concept of the mind and the hidden
layers of the abstract, psychoanalytic scheme of psychological apparatus. This move was a direct
challenge to previous attempts to physically locate mental disorders in the brain, and was
undermining, albeit through a scientific discourse for the first time, the power and the paramount
authority of biological approaches to mental problems.
Osman struggled to initiate the establishment of psychiatry entangled with the early
republican process of creating a new society. The second generation practiced psychiatry in a
society in which the modernizing project of the republic had already taken root. Turks who were
raised under the earlier Kemalist regime had incomparably different needs, experiences, and
expectations. This was most discernible over the changing attitudes and aspirations of the general
public demanding democratization of the whole system, which was bound to impact the way
psychiatry came to be conceived of and practiced. Other than the internal social factors that
necessitated a change in the language and role of psychiatry in Turkey, there was also an external
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factor that contributed to this change. That was the fundamental structural change in the field of
the sciences at large, as it began to abandon its views of science from one of certainty to one of
probability, opening the ground for new approaches in the field with less or no
biological/physiological signifiers such as psychoanalysis, telekinesis, and the like.
Put more theoretically, the new conditions were part and parcel of a contextual
transformation of language (or the language games) that the Turkish psychiatrists were
participants in, and which demanded new/revised psychiatric forms and practices re-enunciated
according to their changing contexts or problem spaces. As Quentin Skinner among others kept
reminding us, the history of thought, including contemporary systems of knowledge such as
psychiatry, is aggregated by “a sequence of episodes in which the questions as well as the
answers have frequently changed.”185 Focusing on the second generation of modern Turkish
psychiatrists, almost all of whom had been students of Osman at certain points during their
careers, reveals episodic shifts, projected ruptures, as well as returns and constant
reconsiderations within the Turkish psychiatric discourse (including the questions it posed and
answered) between the early and the post-Second World War republic. To be able to trace those
shifts and their entanglements the political and social transformations, it is useful to first give a
brief account of post-Second World War Turkey.
Post-War Turkey: Early Multiple Party Era
The end of World War II brought about new socio-political and economic expectations in
Turkey as elsewhere. These changes were marked by an emergence of new socio-economic
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classes in search of new political forms to replace the autocratic, nationalist and ultra-secularist
regime of the Republican People’s Party (hereafter the RPP) of Mustafa Kemal and his successor
Ismet Inonu.186 It was within these conditions that a group of parliamentarians, spearheaded by
Celal Bayar (1883-1986), Adnan Menderes (1899-1961), Fuat Koprulu (1890-1966), and Refik
Koraltan (1889-1974), resigned from the RPP in 1946 to establish a new political organization
called the Democrat Party (Demokrat Parti –hereafter DP).187 The new awareness and
aspirations for a more open democratic system coincided with the emergence of Cold War
politics and Turkey’s entry into a number of military and political alliances with Western Europe
and the US, the so-called “free world.” Turkey consequently became a founding member of the
European Cooperation, and signed an economic agreement with the US in 1948. This was
followed (and reached a climax) by its entry into the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) in February 1952, and later with the defense pacts it took part in such as the Baghdad
Pact, signed between Turkey, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan, and the United Kingdom in February 1955. 188
As Turkey developed closer relations with the US, it became more dependent on US military and
economic aid.189
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Even though the DP project was not the first attempt to constitute a Turkish Republican
political structure made of multiple parties rather than one single party, it proved to be the first to
have succeeded against the RPP. Its success was due to the support of different social groups,
who became weary of the authoritarian RPP rule that included other than the emerging middle
classes, multitudes from differing socio-political orientations and a number of towering military
figures and national heroes such as Fevzi Cakmak, a well-known hero of the War of
Independence.
In its first national elections, held on July 21, 1946, despite winning a majority of the seats in
Istanbul --eighteen out of twenty-seven-- the DP only gained sixty-four seats at the parliament
against the three hundred ninety-five seats of the RPP. This was particularly because of its
inability to promote itself in the countryside in such a short period in contrast to RPP’s years of
propaganda as well as the longstanding tax concessions given to the rural population by the
RPP.190 Learning a lesson from the 1946 elections, the DP focused on reorganizing for the
upcoming election. This included showing strong opposition to the RPP in the parliament and
pushing Turkish mainstream politics into a more liberal framework. The RPP, as a result, found
itself in a political lacuna that forced it to revise its Statist policies by taking steps towards
stimulating private enterprise, encouraging foreign capital, and introducing tax reform. It even
offered to drop the six principles (arrows) of Kemalism—that constituted the basis of both the
RPP’s and early republican Turkey’s political discourse—from the constitution.191
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The push for liberalization did indeed gain immense impetus after the 1950 election, which
ended with a DP victory and marked the inauguration of a so-called Democrat Party period
(Demokrat Parti Donemi) in Turkey.192 The DP rule would continue with successive election
victories in 1954 and 1957 until its rather brutal dissolution in 1960 by a coup d’état, followed by
the executions of the prime minister, Menderes, and his two ministers, Fatin Rustu Zorlu and
Hasan Polatkan.193
Concurrent with a shift towards private capital and liberal political positioning, Turkey
witnessed a so-called “religious revival,” marked by the return to the public sphere of religious
symbols and practices that were either banned or secularized by the strictly secular, top-down
elitist RPP regime. In 1950, the call for prayer (Ezan), which had been nationalized and
“secularized” by being translated into Turkish from Arabic eighteen years ago, was turned back
into its original Arabic form.194 This was followed by extending religious instruction at schools,
which became mandatory for Muslim students unless their parents specifically requested
exemption. High school level imam-hatip schools were established as an addition to the Faculty
of Divinity in Ankara, a state controlled institution, to train lesser religious functionaries. These
state religious institutions replaced the old traditional institutions, such as medreses, tekkes, and
zaviyes—which had been banned in 1925—for the purpose of training religious functionaries
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under the eye of the state. In addition to that, Quran recitation in Arabic broadcasted three times
a week on state radio (Ankara Radyosu).195
One final note on the multiple-party era is the gradual disappearance of the socio-cultural and
political cult of the “one and only man” following the death of Mustafa Kemal.196 This
structuring and its historical attenuation also seem to manifest itself within the history of Turkish
psychiatry. Under the new circumstances or conditions, Mazhar Osman’s striking career as the
“father” of Turkish psychiatry would not be possible for none of his successors in the field could
either claim or be as powerful an authority as he was.197 The impossibility of Osman’s disciples
to obtain such a position and power within the field of psychiatry opened the field for
multiple/alternative approaches, a transformation that should be read within the shifts in the
socio-cultural structures in Turkey. Multiplicity, in other words, did not enter the Turkish sociopolitical space in the wake of World War II only through multiple party structures, but also by
and through the multiplication of leading professionals, scientists, approaches, and possibilities.
The Next Generation of Turkish Psychiatry
The overall socio economic and political changes enormously influenced the psychiatric
discourse in post-World Turkey. This of course is not to ignore the paradigmatic shifts within
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Western psychiatry, which came to favor dynamic psychiatry (or psychoanalysis), with its
healing methods of relying on observation and talk to unravel symptoms and pathologies instead
of the “brute facts” of physiological mental illness. Focusing now on the personality, psychiatry
shifted towards scrutinizing memory and trauma, which were closely related to past historical
events and the sociocultural experiences of patients.198 These structural changes, as I will
discuss below, were clearly manifested in the psychiatric language of the post-war period. The
abandonment of Osman’s descriptive psychiatry founded on pure biological/physiological
understanding involved a redefinition of basic concepts, such as the soul and psyche. The novel
considerations of the soul and psyche and their openness to less empirically bounded
psychological approaches displayed the convoluted historical trajectory of so-called
“progressive” Turkish psychiatry.
Devoid of such distinctive discursive shifts, Mazhar Osman’s psychiatric publications, in
contrast, demonstrate a certain stability and consistency, which were required to establish a
scientifically authorized psychiatric discourse. He, for instance, clearly had the tendency to
ignore the issue of dynamic psychiatry (particularly including psychoanalysis) in his major
books; and he pondered the matter only for a very limited and sporadic number of conditions,
including some cases of hysteria, psyhco/neurasthenia, and melancholia.199 Even though he had
entertained the possibility of psychoanalysis to unfold certain hidden neuroses through
psychoanalysis, he claimed this method could never be capable of curing any mental disorders.
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“Freud and Freudianism,” he emphasized, was none other than the “fashion of the day” (bugunun
modasi) –a fashion whose temporariness was assured by “serious scientists, and their
repudiations of Freud’s ambiguous methods such as free association.”200
Focusing on the knowledge production of the next generation of psychiatry displays another
complex story, full of paradigmatic shifts and variations on a track set by Osman, but redefined,
and reformulated by his successors. Osman’s skepticism on the issue of dynamic psychiatry, for
example, gradually lost ground, as the dynamic approach became a major methodology for his
disciples, less significant in the works of Fahrettin Kerim Gokay (1900-1987), and Ihsan Sukru
Aksel (1899-1987), yet more dominant in Rasim Adasal (1902-1982), Ayhan Songar (19261997) and other next generation Turkish psychiatrists.
The earlier students of Osman that we will examine below, i.e. Gokay and Aksel, for
instance, despite their descriptive psychiatric training and largely overlapping approaches with
Osman, were more open to consider the obscure, and what they called philosophical (i.e. nonphysiological) approach to psychiatric issues. The shift within the Turkish psychiatric discourse,
however, became more apparent and profound for the first time through the writings of Rasim
Adasal, particularly due to his interest in dynamic psychiatry (including psychoanalysis), and his
efforts to incorporate the dynamic approach and methodology—that had already gained
tremendous traction in the West—to Turkish psychiatry. The opening of Turkish psychiatry for
new possibilities and re-articulations of certain concepts, structures, and methodologies further
appeared more dramatically in the writings of Ayhan Songar, who unlike his predecessors, was
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keen on posing science and psychiatry not as the opposite of religion, religious healing, and
traditional considerations of the soul/psyche, but as compatible with each other.
The following section traces the historical transformations of modern Turkish psychiatric
discourse and structures by focusing on Osman’s major and most well-known disciples. The main
emphasis is on the shifts, exists and entries as well as returns and reformulations within the
psychiatric knowledge production between first and second generation Turkish psychiatrists.
Those seemingly concrete and lucid shifts, as we will see, were manifestations of different problem
spaces within which the Turkish psychiatric discourse historically unfolded.
Fahrettin Kerim Gokay and Ihsan Sukru Aksel
Among the well-known disciples of Osman, one of the first that comes to mind is Fahrettin
Kerim Gokay (1900-1987). Gokay graduated from the Faculty of Medicine of the University of
Istanbul201 in 1922; and furthered his studies in experimental psychiatry and neurology in
Munich, Hamburg, and later Vienna following Osman’s directions. He was –with Lutfu Akif
Akad, another student of Osman— the first to settle in Bakirkoy to organize, prepare, and run the
transformation of the Toptasi Asylum into the Bakirkoy Mental Hospital, a process completed in
1927.202 Besides his esteemed career as a neuro-psychiatrist—or in direct correlation with it and
his role as a psychiatric expert—Gokay later became a major politician and civil servant in
Turkey in the post-World War II period, first serving as the mayor of Istanbul, followed by
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various positions in the parliament, including the Minister of Health and Social Security in the
1950s and 1960s.203
Fahrettin Kerim Gokay’s psychiatric career must be read in tune with his mentor Mazhar
Osman’s efforts to introduce the modern scientific knowledge on madness and modern
procedures of dealing with the mad in order to unravel the “traditional, unscientific, irrational,
and superstitious” knowledge on the issue. He was educated as a descriptive/biological neuropsychiatrist first under Osman, and later with Kraepelin, the so-called father of modern
(descriptive) psychiatry, as well as Julius Wagner-Jauregg, the founder of malaria-induced shock
therapy, and the 1927 Nobel laureate for physiology/medicine, as Gokay’s one and only
psychiatry textbook, entitled Ruh Hastaliklari (Mental Illnesses–first edition dedicated to
Mazhar Osman, and second to Emil Kraepelin) also clearly represents. As Gokay’s study
explicitly puts it, psychiatry is the “scientific investigation and evaluation of sicknesses of the
soul/psyche.”204 Gokay, emphasized, in exact parallelism with the descriptive/brain centered
psychiatry of Osman, that “as scientific studies has already proved, the sicknesses of the
soul/psyche are simply brain defects.”205 The brain, according to him, was moreover the very
“organ that constitutes our self and personality, and produces the soul.”206
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Defining mental disorders according to modern psychiatric categorizations –particularly the
Kraepelinian dichotomy of dementia praecox and manic-depressive psychosis (later reconceived
as schizophrenia and bipolar disorder respectively), Ruh Hastaliklari further stressed the vital
importance of modern psychiatry for obtaining a healthy/sanitized modern society/nation that
would be made of vigorous individuals and families.207 Gokay’s conduct of the social security
policies of the state as a civil servant, and later a minister fit well with this pattern; he later went
one step beyond his mentor by not only remaining the expert providing know-how for the state,
but also directly acting as the “psychiatrist governor/minister,” a somewhat modern “philosopher
king.”
Dealing with the issue of the soul, Gokay nevertheless differed from Osman’s pure physical
take on the matter. Ruh Hastaliklari, for instance, includes sections on differing
conceptualizations of the soul, “an issue of consideration since the beginning of humankind” as
Gokay put it, as well as a remarkable review of ancient and contemporary philosophical
discussions over the soul. The book is consequently comprised of references to a wide range of
philosophers from Aristotle to Descartes and Henri Bergson, and in this regard, it seems to open
the door for the first time for non-empirical or philosophical contemplations of the soul to be
incorporated into the modern scientific texts of psychiatry.208
The interest in philosophy displayed by Gokay, although it seems to be slightly important,
marks a striking difference from Osman’s conceptualization of psychiatry and its foundations.
This new psychiatric method of writing, which included reviewing and considering philosophical
considerations of the psyche, in contrast to earlier pure biological approaches to the issue, would
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become a standard for the Turkish psychiatry textbooks that were written after Gokay’s Ruh
Hastaliklari. The permeation of the philosophical into a pure empiricist discourse that previously
defined itself in total opposition to the abstract and metaphysical had to do with the success of
psychoanalysis in the West, and the challenge it posed to descriptive psychiatry in this period.
The vacuum that this novel and thriving approach created was not only fed by Freudian
psychoanalysis, which was systematically cut off from any philosophical influence, but also
other veins of psychoanalysis, such as the one propounded by Carl Gustav Jung and his
followers. This group had advocated the infiltration of philosophy and metaphysics into
psychoanalysis, pointing to the possible (imaginative) contribution that such deliberations could
provide to psychoanalysis in its attempt to penetrate and unfold the hidden secrets of the human
psyche; and they fiercely criticized Freud for his anti-philosophical approach.209 The relative
openness for philosophical reflections within the psychiatric framework thus seems to be
integrated into Gokay’s writings through a discernible degree of impartiality on psychoanalysis.
Gokay amenably acknowledged the contributions of psychoanalysis, as well as experimental
psychology to psychiatry, in the same breath with neurology and neurosurgery, as he considered
the neurons of the brain together with the metaphysical considerations of the psyche. 210
In contrast to Gokay’s new textbook format, Osman’s major books always start with concrete
and solid physiological/biological definitions of what constitutes psychiatry, supported by direct
anatomical references to the brain and nervous system.211 Osman attempted to sketch the history
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of psychiatry in some of his works, in which he traces what he called earlier applications of
psychiatry in the Islamic as well as –what he called—the Turkish worlds. His approach to the
issue derives from the modernist vision of his day, constituting an agenda for him that is more
formatted to find “rational and irrational ways of dealing with the mentally sick in the past,”
rather than an effort to enter into a dialogue with older methods. Easy to predict, “rational”
throughout his prose refers to physiological (bodily) approaches and treatments of the issue as
opposed to “irrational,” i.e. religious and metaphysical.212
In sum, while he did not abandon descriptive psychology, Gokay was the first Turkish
psychiatrist to write a history of the soul from ancient to modern times. He thus opened a space
for a more metaphysical understanding of the soul among later experts. His intervention did not
change the discourse but it introduced (or rather reminded) the field of Turkish psychiatry that a
concept of the soul/psyche has its own history. Gokay, in this regard, revisited the earliest
definitions of the concept in his publications, and demonstrated how it changed in meaning from
a philosophical explanation to scientific physiological one.
Another eminent student of Osman was Ihsan Sukru Aksel.213 Aksel specialized in neuropsychiatry in Germany—Munich and Hamburg—between 1922 and 1925, where he was sent by
his teacher to study under the most-esteemed descriptive neuro-psychiatrists of the era such as
Kraepelin, Spielmayer, Weygand, and Jacob. He returned to Toptasi in 1925 –during its
transformation into Bakirkoy—where he established the first neuropathology laboratory in the
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country. Aksel had a distinguished career at Bakirkoy and the University of Istanbul School of
Medicine, which included the deanship of the latter between 1953 and 1955. He was also a
vanguard of child psychiatry in Turkey and established the first institute of child psychiatry of
the country in 1958 under the roof of the University of Istanbul.214
Aksel was also educated as a biological (descriptive) psychiatrist. He consequently had a
reputation for his microscopic studies on animal and human brains dissected at his
anatomopathology laboratory at Toptasi and later Bakirkoy. His findings and conclusions on the
topic were published in the form of a monograph, entitled the Psikozlarin Anatomisi (Anatomy
of Psychoses), in which, as the title of the study suggests, he attempted to anatomically locate
psychoses within the brain and the nervous system.215 Aksel further gained an international
reputation for his anatomic/physiological studies on the impact of rabies on the human brain,
pointing to the histologic alterations in the midbrain around the substantia nigra and the aqueduct
of Sylvius in rabies cases; and his discovery of Rhabdoviridae (the rabies viruses) within the
ganglion cells of the cerebral cortex, cerebellum, hypothalamus, and hippocampus (the Ammon’s
horn) of the human brain.216
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Nevertheless, commensurable with a pure biologist/descriptive approach, it is also plausible
to for less physiologically bounded definitions of mental issues in Aksel’s writings. Discussing
the concept of the soul/psyche with a focus on various ancient, medieval, and modern
philosophers, as I have argued above, became a standard with Gokay’s Ruh Hastaliklari. The
same approach is found in Aksel’s major psychiatry textbook, Psikiyatri (1945, second and
revised edition 1959). The philosophers and alternative approaches that were revisited in this text
included Aristotle, who placed the “rational soul” in the heart rather than the brain; Ibn Sina and
his conceptualization of the soul as the spiritual core [manevi cevher] that also enables the soma;
as well as Western philosophers such as Bergson and Kierkegaard, and the psychoanalytic
approach of Sigmund Freud and a number of his disciples. Aksel introduced the idea of what he
called psychosomatic medicine (psikosomatik hekimlik) for the first time within Turkish
psychiatry, dealing with what he called the “psycho-biological issues that constituted the basis of
psychiatry.”217 Aksel was credited with being the psychiatrist who opened the door to alternative
(including parapsychological) methods such as hypnosis, telekinesis, and the like to be studied
and discussed under academic roofs within the country.218 In sum, he was actively involved in
the process of expanding the historical definition of the soul/psyche.
Rasim Adasal: the True Initiator of Dynamic Psychiatry
Psychosomatic medicine and dynamic psychiatry, two intermingled medical approaches that
were almost completely ignored by Mazhar Osman and later gradually entered into the field of
Turkish psychiatry with Aksel’s (and others) works, would gain considerable impetus in the
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following years particularly through the writings and applications of two other main figures of
Turkish psychiatry: Rasim Adasal and Osman’s last pupil, Ayhan Songar.
Rasim Adasal graduated from the Gulhane Military School of Medicine (Askeri Tibbiye) in
1925 as a lieutenant, and later furthered his medical studies in neurology and psychiatry in Paris
between 1936 and 1938. In addition to that, he studied psychology and philosophy at the
University of Istanbul during his assistantship years in Istanbul.219 He, unlike the other
psychiatrists considered here, was not a student of Mazhar Osman. He had never directly worked
under Osman, and was only indirectly connected to him through his own mentor, Nazim Sakir
Sakar, who was a disciple of Osman, and chair of psychiatry at the Gulhane Military School of
Medicine.220 Following his medical residency at Gulhane, Adasal worked as a neuro-psychiatrist
in various military hospitals in the country (i.e. Istanbul Gumussuyu, Erzincan, Erzurum Maresal
Fevzi Cakmak, and Balikesir), and returned to Gulhane in 1943 to replace Sakar and hold the
chair of psychiatry there as well as the psychiatry clinic at the University of Ankara until his
retirement in 1972. Adasal was never an actual member of the Bakirkoy Mental Hospital crew,
the epicenter of the Mazhar Osman circle of psychiatry. Despite his distance from this circle,
Adasal never failed to acknowledge Osman as the “teacher of all Turkish psychiatrists” –no
doubt including himself—as well as a major inspiration for his career and academic corpus by
and through his impact as the “founder of the scientific school of Turkish psychiatry.”221
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Rasim Adasal, I argue, should be considered the second most substantial and influential
figure of Turkish psychiatry after Mazhar Osman. He had, in a similar fashion with Osman,
established his own school of psychiatry in Turkey by spearheading dynamic psychiatry in the
country, and he tried to introduce/promote different psychiatric methods and procedures such as
psychoanalysis and medical psychology to the new generation of Turkish psychiatrists as well as
popular audiences.222 Adasal’s dynamic psychiatry approach was based on the study of the
interaction of various mental and emotional processes, and was in contrast with the pure
descriptive (biological) psychiatry of Osman, Gokay, and Aksel that relied on the study of
empirically observable symptoms and behavioral phenomena. It is thus plausible to categorize
republican psychiatry into two main schools, namely the descriptive psychiatry school of Mazhar
Osman, and the dynamic one of Rasim Adasal.223
Adasal represented a major shift within Turkish psychiatry. He belonged to and spoke the
language of modern psychiatry; and he was also actively involved in the project of “persuading
the masses that madness is a sickness; not a metaphysical condition.”224 Nevertheless, apart from
his pursuit of biological or physiological explanations and practices of the matter, Adasal also
paid tremendous attention to the newly emerging fields of medical psychology, behaviorism, and
their relations with dynamic psychiatry. Writing against the descriptive psychiatric framework
that considered psychology as philosophy or metaphysics rather than science, Adasal reminds his
audience that “even though psychology derived out of philosophy and its metaphysical
considerations of the soul and psyche, modern dynamic psychology has broken that
philosophical path by transforming itself into a science that deals with tangible laws and
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mechanisms, in the form of scientific disciplines such as physics, physiology, and biology.”225
After all, anatomo-physiological considerations of the psyche were not able to provide an exact
definition of the complicated concept, particularly since the “mind is something more than that
which comes out of anatomical research. It is an organ that gains its identity in interaction with
society, and through hormonal, sensorial, chemical, and nervous systems of the human
organism.”226 This approach obviously grounded in dynamic psychiatry or psychoanalysis and its
emerging influence over the field in the wake of the World War II.227 As analytic psychiatry
gained more and more ground within the field by taking over almost all prestigious chairs of
psychiatry in Europe and the United States,228 and with its flagship clinics in major Western
cities (such as the Tavistock Clinic in London), as well as its strong appeal to psychiatrists by
making private practice conceivable, there emerged a profound disagreement over its
methodology and scientific claims. This disparity and fragmentation is fundamental to
understanding the difference between Osman and some of his successors such as Adasal. While
not abandoning the discipline completely, these professionals clearly made a different choice on
how to approach and address psychiatry and mental illness in Turkey.
It would thus not be a misnomer to call Rasim Adasal the father of dynamic psychiatry in
Turkey, albeit he was not the first to emphasize the importance of it in Turkey. Previous attempts
of the kind included the writings of Izzettin Sadan, who was in contact with Freud and published
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in his journal Imago, as will be discussed in the next chapter.229 Yet Adasal was clearly the first
influential figure in dynamic psychiatry’s dissemination among Turkish psychiatrists as well as
the general public between the 1950s and 1970s. The success of his project should be read within
the lines of the history of dynamic psychiatry and psychoanalysis at large, as it had to do with its
triumph as the leading psychiatric trend in the West during the active years of Adasal in
comparison to the period of Sadan (and others), who was trying to introduce it to the Turkish
public and psychiatric circles only a few decades earlier, yet before the provisional victory of
psychoanalysis against descriptive psychiatry.
Despite the fact that he did not go through psychoanalysis to be trained as an analyst, Adasal
eventually became a sympathizer of the psychoanalytic method, which he defined as the “first
scientific exposé and treatment of the psyche and its neuroses.”230 The intellectual support
Adasal gave to the dissemination of psychoanalysis in Turkey shows similarity with the
endeavors of a number of well-known Western psychiatrists in the twentieth century who
endorsed psychoanalysis while not directly practicing it.231 Similar to them, Adasal was
influenced by Freud’s ideas on sexuality as well as his grand theory of personality that relied on
the framework of the psychosexual development of personality. He was consequently the first
person to write a book on medical psychology as well as on psychoneuroses in Turkish, in which
he amenably claimed to bring a dynamic psychiatric approach to earlier (descriptive) psychiatry
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textbooks in Turkish that were written by Mazhar Osman, Ihsan Sukru Aksel, and Fahrettin
Kerim Gokay.232
Adasal, similar to earlier descriptive psychiatrists, was also very much involved with the
discussions and earlier project of constituting healthy sexualities and families of the nation. This
was nonetheless embedded within his dynamic interests, as he clearly aimed to update the
literature written in Turkey by Osman and others with very limited or no analytic insight on this
“national” issue. Adasal even published an extensive book on the topic (among his medical
textbooks that also visited the issue), entitled Normal ve Anormal Cinsiyet ve Evlilik (Normal
and Abnormal Sexuality and Marriage). He targeted general audiences with such publications to
scientifically guide them on how to achieve healthy sexuality and marriage. This intervention,
however, distanced him from some of Mazhar Osman’s biological definitions of “abnormal”
sexuality, and he propounded an interpretation of sexuality that relied on the psychoanalytic
framework. By doing so, he emphasized the Freudian stages of psychosexual development that
include the oral, anal, phallic, latency (homosexual), and genital (heterosexual) stages as well as
the fundamental effects of the Oedipus complex that emerged during the phallic stage, to mark
human sexual development.233 He thus stressed psychosocial effects over the development of
sexuality. Moreover, in contrast to Osman, who had defined homosexuality as deviance and
degeneracy, and a practice with indubitable destabilizing effects on order and society,234 Adasal
insisted that it was a psychosocially produced condition and not a physical pathology. It thus was
not curable like a physical sickness,235 and could be considered deviant only when it acted
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against the accepted norms of the society. And it would not pose a threat to society and order as
long as the society itself did not consider it as harmful.236
Adasal’s dynamic approach opened a new path within Turkish psychiatry, paving the way for
younger psychiatrists such as Kriton Dincmen (1924-2008), who in addition to his descriptive
psychiatry education under Fahrettin Kerim Gokay, had a dynamic psychiatry training in the
United States in the early 1960s, and wrote the first full-fledged study on descriptive and
dynamic psychiatry in Turkish, in which he emphasized the compatibility of the two
approaches.237 It also paved the way for Ayhan Songar, whose studies will be examined in the
following section.
Ayhan Songar: Religion, Spiritualism, and Psychiatry
Ayhan Songar was literally the last student and assistant of Osman, which contrasts with his
later blooming interest in dynamic psychiatry under the influence of Adasal (and others) in the
country and beyond. However, what makes him specifically different and unique among the
leading Turkish psychiatrists is the Islamic (spiritualist) language that he introduced to the
Turkish psychiatric discourse.238 Unlike the earlier generation of professionals who functioned
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under a strict early republican regime that adhered to a secular understanding of the world,
Songar’s generation was a product of the post-World War II period when the liberalization of
society opened a space for religious beliefs and practices (among other things) to re-insert
themselves in the public sphere. (It is not that they disappeared; they just came back to the
surface). Songar, in other words, was the first among the two generations of psychiatrists who
questioned the incommensurability of religion and science, and argued instead that the two were
compatible.
Songar’s spiritualist/anti-materialist tendencies could be viewed in various aspects that
ranged from his understanding of the soul or psyche to his commentary on the history of
psychiatry and his overall position on the legacy of Ottoman history and its role in the making of
modern Turkey. Influenced by the Turkish-Islamic Synthesis (Turk Islam Sentezi) intellectual
doctrine and movement, which combined Turkish nationalism and Sunni Islam (and endorsed the
idea that Sunni Islam should remain an integral part of Turkish nationalism), Songar emerged as
an ardent critic of the project of Europeanizing Turkey and the need to break from its traditional
Islamic Ottoman past, which was depicted as backward and irrational.239 In this regard, he
became the psychiatric expert of the Turkish-Islamic synthesis movement.240
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The public contestation over materialism and spiritualism in Ottoman-Turkey has its own
modern history, which could be traced through the writings of Ottoman intellectuals such as
Sehbenderzade Filibeli Ahmed Hilmi (1865-1914).241 Such writers advocated spiritualism as
opposed to Ottoman modernization attempts, which they feared would lead to a materialist
society that would lose its spiritual essence and richness. Following this track, and combining it
with the recent Western (pseudo-scientific) trend of paranormal psychology, Songar loudly
challenged pure materialistic interpretations of (essentially) spiritual or meta-physical issues
dominating the early republican public sphere. These materialist conceptualizations particularly
included the existential question of what constitutes the soul, and its relationship (hierarchy) with
the brain, and the nervous system in the way that they were conceived by the earlier
professionals of Turkish psychiatry.242 Osman and his various disciples’ conceptualization of the
brain as the supreme organ that constitutes the soul and psyche, hence according to Songar,
utterly represented the “rudimentary (iptidai) level” of earlier Turkish psychiatry, which should
be improved and rectified by the current generation.243
Concurrently, Songar was critically engaged with the essential role that was assigned to the
human body within Western psychiatry/psychology. Well-versed in (Western) dynamic
psychiatry, he attempted to dismantle Otto Rank’s psychoanalytic theory of the trauma of birth
through a psychoanalytic reading of it, encapsulated in an Islamic approach.244 According to
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Rank, the interruption of blissful uterine life by birth caused a profound trauma, namely the
trauma of birth, which constantly haunts each individual during the rest of his/her life.245 Songar
compared and contrasted this idea by attempting a psychoanalytical reading of the Sufi doctrine
of Wahdat al-Wudjud/Vahdet-i Vucud, propounding an idea of the unity of being, hence
postulating that God and His creation(s) are all one. Songar thus located the trauma of birth not
in any newborn’s physical separation from the blissful uterine but rather their spiritual separation
from the divine to incarnate in the material world. Songar, as a result, offered an analytical
framework that emphasized the bodily/physical approach or confinement of Western psychiatric
culture over the issue of the soul and psyche. This, according to him, is embedded within the
materialistic Western culture and constitutes a profound contrast to the spiritual culture of
Islam.246
Challenging the essentialist claim of disentanglement –or disenchantment—of the modern
world with religion, Songar argued that the advancements of science, including the decoding of
biological traits, proved none other than “the existence of the one and only Creator of all.”247
Moreover, he criticized the modern scientific discourse for its strict adherence to an
empiricist/positivist world view that–“Hasa (God Forbids)”–rejects or denies the real “creator
and protector” of the world. Instead, he proposed a defying analysis of the secular sciences that
construed a mechanistic world run by the so-called “laws of nature” that were mythically aimed
to replace the laws of God.”248
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While critical of positivism’s narrow view of the world, Songar remained committed to a
physiological and biological explanation of the brain and of the nervous system made up of
neurons, cells, neuronal fibers and the like. From his perspective, descriptive (biological)
psychiatric knowledge is not necessarily incompatible with religious views. He thus rejected the
binarism of metaphysical/superstitious and physical/real as irrelevant and meaningless. Instead,
the complex physiology of the human brain is, in his view, a proof of the existence of a God
capable of creating “wonders such as the human nervous system with an average of ten billions
of cells, and almost uncountable number of neuronal fibers.” Simply put, the brain that Songar
put under the gaze of scientific observation and pathological research is nonetheless a wonder
and a creation of a “divine art.”249 Moreover the brain that dominates the discourse of descriptive
psychiatry is “at the service of a presiding and dominating (idare edici, hukmedici) power, that
utilizes it as a tool; and functions through the overall nervous system. This constitutes the main
subject of psychiatry and psychology.”250 The brain, therefore, emerges as the “physical
implement of the soul and psyche (ruh).” Nonetheless, Songar clarified that “the use of the same
word, ruh, to refer to both the immaterial entity (the soul) and its psychical apparatus (the psyche
or mind) causes unnecessary confusions;” and he concluded within an omnipotent and
omnipresent Islamic claim and within the lines of the doctrine of wahdat al-wujud that “there is
no mevjuud (existance) other than God (la mevcude illallah!).”251
It is at such points that the possibility of the compatibility of religious discourse with the
“empiricist and descriptive” psychiatric framework emerges, and Songar appears as a
“biological” psychiatrist who departed from the empiricist or purely materialist contours of
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descriptive psychiatry of his eminent teacher and mentor Mazhar Osman, who posed religion as
the opposite of science and psychiatry.252 Songar concurrently left the door ajar for discussions
concerning the soul and psyche as they were evaluated both within Western and Islamic
philosophical traditions253 while also following both descriptive and dynamic psychiatric tracks
of Turkish psychiatry.
In addition to that, Songar was open to evaluating alternative theories of the mind (suur) as
well as non-conventional methods, such as transcendental meditation, acupuncture, and
extrasensory perception (including telepathy and psychokinesis), which according to him started
to attract the attention of “serious scientific circles.”254 For instance, he elaborated on the
technique of what he called ruhi sifa (psychic remedy) and the possibility of healing patients
without any medical intervention. Such ruhi sifa practices included traditional ways of healing,
and posed a direct challenge to Osman’s condemnation of such practices. In tune with the radical
project of the early republic that envisioned such an approach as a necessary step towards
implementing fundamental changes in a society perceived as overwhelmingly dominated by
older “traditional” or “backward” structures and institutions that stand in the way of its progress,
Osman clearly considered any methods that remained out of the field of empirical medicine as
superstitious and deceptive, thus nothing but harmful for the patients.
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Differing from his mentor’s approach, and in recognition that a problem lies in psychiatry as
a pure (medical) science since conclusions reached are not only through pathology research but
rather relied on the observation of behavior and action, Songar was open to reconsidering various
alternative (non-physiological) methods to cure patients. There were undeniable examples of
psychic remedy, he posited, such as the example of the popular belief or folk treatment of the
dermatological problem of verruca (sigil). To pray on the verrucae to cure them, as it is
commonly practiced with positive results, he reminded us, in addition to a number of “clinically
proved and scientifically checked” examples of psychic remedy, including certain possible
results in some cases of cancer, constitute examples to ponder. “Unfortunately,” he concludes,
despite such effective treatments, “the relationship between psyche and soma are yet to be
scientifically deciphered.”255
It is impossible to ignore the impact of Rasim Adasal as well as the new trends and
strongholds of Anglo-Saxon psychiatry for Songar’s receptive approach to alternative methods
varying from psychoanalysis to transcendental meditation, acupuncture, psychokinesis, and
telepathy. This was, once again, in direct contrast with the earlier strictly descriptive (biologist)
contours of German psychiatry of Kraepelin, Nils, Spielmayer, and Alzheimer, in which Osman,
Aksel, and Gokay were trained and were practicing. The open space for religious interpretations
and motives in Songar’s psychiatric studies and conclusions should be understood within the
socio-political shifts in a similar direction within the country in this period, leading Songar to
emerge as the most eminent psychiatrist member of the Turkish-Islamic synthesis intellectual
movement.
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Methods of Treatment: Raptures, Transformations, Persistence amid Generations
Concurrent with the shifts in the explanations of what constitutes the brain, nervous system,
the soul/psyche, and their complications, it seems impossible to ignore the ongoing shifts,
additions and reconsiderations of the practical/methodological aspect of dealing with the
mentally ill from Mazhar Osman to the succeeding generations of Turkish psychiatrists. This
section will thus address these methodological transformations within Turkish psychiatry from
the era of Osman to the one of his successors. Note once again that my focus is not on the
question of whether mental illness and treatments do really exist or not, but on how they were
defined, hence interjected, and the way that such definitions, practices and procedures were
subject to change under different historical conditions. This discussion is imbedded within the
questions of whether psychiatry could be given a purely scientific, objective definition, or rather
its reason d’être, i.e. identifying and curing mental disabilities, is normative, hence social and
subjective, and part and parcel of the project of constructing normal, productive, loyal subjects of
the modern state. As it is well-known, many scholars, including (most prominently) Foucault
have argued, psychiatry appears as a subjective and not purely pathological practice that targets
the population (and its disciplining) as a whole rather than simply the mentally deranged.
Resonant with these questions and criticisms, descriptive (biological) psychiatry and its
methods, supported by laboratory work at Bakirkoy and other psychiatric institutions in Turkey
appear to be unquestionably dominant during the early republican period, entrenched with the
early republican project of modern (secular) nation building. The emphasis, among the
professionals such as Mazhar Osman and his early disciples, was on the brain rather than the
mind, hence on biological articulations of mental issues such as psychoses caused by physical
pathologies of the brain rather than the problematics of the mind or personality, including their
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deviations and impediments caused by external factors. Accordingly, as we learn from Mazhar
Osman, some old (yet compatible with modern scientific reasoning) methods of treatment for the
mentally sick such as isolation, baths and water therapy, gavage (force-feeding the patient in
order not to starve), exposure to sun, and open air were still mainly in use in the early years of
Bakirkoy Mental Hospital.256 Another common technique was the so-called organotherapy, i.e.
using animal glands to balance the hormonal levels of patients. The glands were later replaced by
generic medicines such as Ovarine, Testoviron, Testogan, Sterandryl, as the method adopted a
modern/synthetic touch.257 Sedatives such as luminal, morphine, bromure de sodium, and
bromure de potassium were also among extensively utilized substances.258
The idea that mental illnesses were organic medical problems occurring in brains and the
nervous systems of the sick gained more authority all around the world after the early twentieth
century discovery of an apparent physical cure for syphilis. This infectious disease was found to
have caused general paresis, one of the most internationally diagnosed neuropsychiatric
sicknesses of the period, characterized by impaired locomotion and speech, partial paralysis,
delusions of the grandeur, and dementia.259 Nevertheless, what completely revolutionized the
field of psychiatry in this period was the emergence of convulsive therapies, namely malariainduced fever therapy, insulin-induced shock therapy, Metrazol (Cardiozol)-induced shock
therapy, and finally electroshock (electroconvulsive) therapy. These convulsive therapies were
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applied as the major treatment techniques at Bakirkoy and other psychiatric institutions in
Turkey during Mazhar Osman’s tenure, as well as the following decades.260
Among them, the first to emerge was the malaria-induced fever therapy. Drawing on the
scientific discovery that the causative agent of syphilis (the spirochete bacterium Treponema
pallidum) in the brain produces general paresis –a neuropsychiatric disorder affecting the brain
also known as general paralysis of the insane or dementia paralytica— in the late stages of
syphilis, this therapy was designed to reduce or terminate the syphilis bacteria in the brain. It was
applied by injecting malaria parasites to patients to cause fever that will antagonize the
Treponema pallidum. 261 Fever therapy was a major method of treatment at Bakirkoy,
particularly since general paresis was the most common diagnosis for mental health patients of
the period. Even the first medical test an incoming patient at Bakirkoy would go through was
lumbar punctuation to check on syphilis bacteria in the cerebrospinal fluid.262 If the test was
positive, the patient would immediately be subjected to malaria-induced fever therapy. The
physicians at Bakirkoy and in Turkey at large were very familiar with this procedure, for
Fahrettin Kerim Gokay personally worked under Wagner-Jauregg, the founder of the treatment,
in Vienna, a position that had been arranged for him directly by his mentor Mazhar Osman. The
malaria-induced convulsive therapy was still in use, and “most effective” in the Turkish
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psychiatric institutions, as Songar emphasizes, even in the late 1970s despite the emergence of
contemporary antibiotics such as penicillin and their efficacy.263
Another major convulsive method of treatment was the insulin-induced coma and
convulsions, which was developed by Manfred Sakel in late 1920s in Berlin, and began to be
administered to schizophrenics in 1933. This was a procedure based on repeatedly injecting large
doses of insulin to patients in order to induce deliberate hypoglycemic comas/shocks.264 The
procedure was concluded within three to five hours of the hypoglycemic shock by administering
sugar (at a minimum of two times the units of the injected insulin) to patients to bring them out
of the coma.265 Despite its various lethal complications, including secondary or prolonged comas
as well as death (which was reduced to 2.1% in 1970s in Turkey266), Songar in the late 1970s
writes that insulin shock therapy was still among the most effective and common treatments for
schizophrenia in the country. A cure of insulin shock, he further reminds us, consisted of sixty
insulin comas, administered five times a week.267
In 1934, a novel convulsive healing technique, namely the Cardiazol/Metrazol-induced
convulsive shock/therapy, was tried in Budapest by Joseph Ladislaus von Meduna. Arguing that
there was a biological antagonism between epilepsy and schizophrenia, Meduna administered
high doses of circulatory and respiratory stimulant cardiazol (also known as Metrazol,
pentylenetetrazol, pentetrazol, pentamethylenetetrazol, or PTZ) to his twenty-six patients to

263

Ayhan Songar, Psikiyatri, pp. 197-198.
Eliot S. Valerstein, Great and Desperate Cures: The Rise and Decline of Psychosurgery and Other
Radical Treatments of Mental Illness (New York: Basic Books, 1986), pp. 46-47; Shorter, A History of
Psychiatry, pp. 208-214; and Lunbeck, “Psychiatry,” p. 671. Also see Manfred Sakel, “The methodical
use of hypoglycemia in the treatment of psychoses” American Journal of Psychiatry 94 (July 1937), pp.
111-130. Adasal, Ruh Hastaliklari II, Psikozlar, pp. 441-450.
265
Songar, Psikiyatri, p. 198.
266
Kazim Dagyolu and Ozcan Oktem, Insulin Koma Tedavisi (Istanbul: Nazir Akbasan Matbaasi, 1957).
267
Songar, Psikiyatri, p. 198. Also for the complications of the procedure, see Ibid., p. 201.
264

111

cause convulsions; and he reported noticeable improvement in most of his patients, with ten of
them fully recovered. 268 Cardiazol shock therapy became common practice in major psychiatric
institutions in Europe, the United States, and Turkey within a few years after its first application
due to its easy and less costly administration in comparison to insulin shock therapy.269
The last of the convulsive therapies to emerge was the electroshock (electroconvulsive)
therapy. The technique of utilizing electric waves on the human body to produce convulsions,
was initiated in 1937 by Ugo Cerletti and Lucio Bini, who were convinced by the effectiveness
of other convulsive therapies for the treatment of schizophrenia, yet wanted to find a more
reliable and controllable method of producing convulsions. It became a major treatment method
in Bakirkoy only after a few years of initiation, and spread to other recent psychiatric institutions
in the country such as the Ankara University Psychiatry Clinic and the Manisa Mental Hospital
in less than a decade.270 It was widely used at Bakirkoy, and as Songar argued, it was effective in
a number of psychiatric conditions, including cyclophrenia/manic-depressive psychosis/bipolar
disorder, melancholia, as well as (even though partially) on schizophrenia.271
The biologist/physiologist approach that was linked to convulsive therapies also paved the
way for the emergence of surgical procedures, such as the medical practice of operating on the
cerebral cortex of the brain to treat severe mental illnesses. In this context, the first prefrontal
lobotomy (the procedure of operating on the prefrontal lobe of the brain—claimed to be the core
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of mental abilities—to cut away its connection with other parts of the brain, also known as
leucotomy) was performed by the Portuguese neurologist Egas Moniz in 1935. This technique
gained certain popularity between the 1940s and mid-1950s around the world,272 setting the path
for Moniz to receive the Nobel Prize for medicine or physiology in 1949 "for his discovery of the
therapeutic value of leucotomy in certain psychoses," despite the controversy over lobotomy and
the decision to make the award.273
Osman, however, seemed to be not very supportive of the procedure even during the height
of its popularity, and emphasized that “despite some reported successful cases, for the time being
effectiveness of lobotomy seems unclear.”274 Claiming that psychiatry was not yet able to use
surgery as a method of treatment, he nonetheless sent one of his students, Abdulkadir Cahit
Tuner (1892-1980), to Germany to be trained as a neurosurgeon. After Tuner’s return to Turkey,
he became the first qualified neurosurgeon in the country. 275 Tuner’s career as a neurosurgeon
was short-lived however due to a conflict between him and Mazhar Osman, who expelled Tuner
from all psychiatric institutions in the country.276 (Tuner was Mazhar Osman’s brother-in-law,
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and apparently his neurosurgery career stumbled following his divorce from Osman’s sister. He
left for Izmir after the divorce, and worked as a general surgeon in Anatolia). 277
The history of Bakirkoy Hospital also records early lobotomy experiments by the second
neurosurgeon of the country, namely Hami Dilek. Dilek performed the first prefrontal lobotomy
in the country by cutting the connection between the thalamus and frontal lobe of the brain of
epileptics, “who were hard to control patients with no response to medication.” The surgery
turned them, as Dr. Adil Ucok of Bakirkoy Hospital later admitted, into “sheep.”278 Hami Dilek
also became the founder of the first neurosurgery specialty program in Turkey in 1949.279
Ertugrul Saltuk (1914-1980), who was appointed to the neurosurgery clinic at Bakirkoy in 1946
to work with Dilek, also performed some of the first modern psychosurgeries in Turkey on fortysix patients with schizophrenia.280 In the early 1950s around four hundred patients went through
lobotomy in Turkey. The procedure lost its popularity in the late 1950s both in the world at large
and in Turkey in particular as a result of the emergence of the antipsychotic drug called
Chlorpromazine and its clinical applications.281
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Psychosurgery, as well as other anatomo-physiological approaches to the mind and mental
sicknesses, started to be seen as inadequate, as well as controversial in Turkey from the late
1950s. This was due to both the emergence of new drug therapies and the triumph of dynamic
psychiatry within the overall field of psychiatry (globally), as well as Rasim Adasal and his
followers’ efforts to disseminate the dynamic approach in Turkey in particular. The project went
together with a campaign to consider psychosomatic medicine, medical psychology, and
psychotherapy more seriously, and as major methods and medical interventions for mental
problems.
Adasal claimed that the mind, “was something beyond the pectin-like white/grayish
substance that was dissected on anatomy tables…even though it had a material core as other
bodily organs, it develops in relation to sensorial, hormonal, chemical, and nervous
mechanisms.”282 He noted, for instance, that neither lobotomy experiments, electroshock
therapies nor scientific disciplines of anatomy, morphology, physiology were able to provide us
with an exact explanation or treatment of mental structures and their deficits.283 He further
asserted that even the common consensus over the anatomy of the brain that defined the prefrontal lobe as the locus of the mind and psyche (ruh) was challenged by some neuropsychiatrists
and neuropsychologists such as Kurt Goldstein and Karl Lashley.284 Adasal consequently
advocated a modern psychosomatic medical approach to mental problems that combined
“physiological and psychological aspects of mental issues.”285 Referring to leading figures and
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supporters of psychosomatic medicine in the West such as Franz Alexander, H. Flanders Dunbar,
Adolf Meyer, as well as its powerhouse, the school of psychoanalysis and its founder Freud, he
emphasized psychotherapy, together with its “supportive forms” (including but not limited to
guidance, reassurance, suggestion, hypnosis, persuasion, catharsis, as well as drug therapies) and
analytic therapies (such as Freudian and non-Freudian psychoanalysis, narcotherapy,
hypnoanalysis, and analytic group sessions) as a major method of treatment.286 Psychotherapy in
conjunction with physical cures, including drug treatments, was what Adasal, and other Turkish
psychiatrists with dynamic orientation promulgated as the most effective way of dealing with
metal/psychic mechanisms and their problems.
Psychotherapy was also taken up as an essential method by next generation psychiatrists such
as Ayhan Songar and Kriton Dincmen. As Songar phrased it, “psychotherapy, must start at the
moment that the psychiatrist and the patient meet.”287 It could take different forms, such as
supportive treatment that utilizes verbalization and ventilation to provide catharsis, abreaction,
and desensitization, constructive therapy (psychoanalysis) with its practices of free association,
dream analysis, and transference, as well as educational or behavior interventions. All such
forms of interference were shaped around the problematization of learned behaviors and defects,
rather than any hereditary or biological traits. With specific references to Freud, his disciples,
and sympathizers such as Adolf Meyer, Songar thus made it clear that such deficiencies could be
best unfolded and depleted through psychotherapic/psychoanalytic interventions.288
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Freud’s anti-religious approach and emphasis on sexuality was a bone of contention for
Muslim Turkish psychiatrists such as Songar among others. Such psychiatrists with inclinations
derived out of the Islamic discursive tradition, challenged Freud and his view of religion as an
illusion with hallucinatory effects. Instead, while remaining within the framework of the
dynamic approach, they propounded religious conviction and inculcation as the most effective of
all psychosomatic therapies. Some of those psychiatrists even went further with their claims,
such as Mehmed Tevfik Ozcan, who came up with a statistically backed theory that mental
problems such as anxiety (and its derivatives) were prevalent in materialistic Western cultures,
while they were infrequent in Muslim societies. Emphasizing the positive impact of Islam and
faith over the believers, Ozcan attempted a statistical comparison of different regions of Turkey,
claiming that mental problems were rare among the peoples of the conservative region of Konya
in contrast to the more liberal and less religious Western Turkish region of Trace, as the patient
registers of Bakirkoy Mental Hospital demonstrated.289
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Such transformations of treatment techniques in accordance with the changing approaches
and definitions of Turkish psychiatry appear to offer another mirror to the historically conceived
and practiced order of psychiatry in early republican Turkey. The rigorous descriptive (biologist)
discourse of the Mazhar Osman era, as displayed above, was later replaced by the less
biologically bounded psychiatrists informed and influenced by new trends in psychiatry in the
world at large, as well as the new problem spaces of the multiple party era Turkish republic. It
was within these new problem spaces emerged new questions, answers and resolutions, each
reflected on the psychiatric knowledge production, and practice in Turkey. Put differently, the
socio-political shifts in the country could also be traced throughout the discourse of psychiatry,
and its revised and reformulated methods of treatment, moving from biologically determined
convulsive therapies and psychosurgeries to the psychoanalytically informed psychotherapic
interventions.
It should be noted here that many multiple party era psychiatrists, including Ayhan Songar
and the neurosurgeon Ertugrul Saltuk went further and in divergent directions with their
challenges to the descriptive/empiricist order of modern psychiatry. They thus developed more
profound conversations between science, spiritualism and psychic practices, and followed and
hence influenced by the Turkish neo-spiritualist movement and its founder Bedri Ruhselman, an
issue that is the subject of the last chapter of this study.
To conclude the three consecutive chapters on Turkish psychiatry from the era of Mazhar
Osman to the next generations, it must be noted that the history of psychiatry in Turkey offers us
an insight into modern Turkey in general, as it displays the many ways in which the changing
contexts of early and post-World War II Turkey were reflected in the attitudes and practices of
different generations of psychiatrists. It consequently brings to our attention the historical
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fluctuations within Turkish psychiatry. It also offers a history of ebbs and flows that includes
early Turkish psychiatrists’ empiricist or biological project of saving the soul and psyche from
the immaterial realm of metaphysics or religion, and the later psychiatrists’ response to such
psychiatric attempts by seeking to find ways to reconsider what remained beyond the materialist
and empiricist scientific frameworks.
The story that is revealed when one focuses on the emergence of psychiatry in Turkey,
therefore is not a linear history of modern progress, which transforms the field from
metaphysical and religious to physical and scientific. It is instead a process of change in
language and practices, which was constituted of back-and-forths between differing discourses.
In this light, the multilayered history of psychiatric conceptualizations could be seen as it is
reflected in the compound history of psychiatric methods and practices, which shifted from
religious suggestion to (purely biological) convulsive shock therapies and psychosurgeries,
followed by a revival of suggestive therapies and psychosomatic approaches, which yet again
opened the door to consider the possible impacts of the immaterial over the material.
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Chapter IV
Turkey Psychoanalyzed, Psychoanalysis Turkified:
The Case of Izzettin Sadan, and Translating Psychoanalysis into Turkish

In this chapter, I leave the path of descriptive psychiatry, and focus on the emergence of analytic
psychiatric discourse in early republican Turkey. To do so, I address the work of Izzettin Sadan
(1896-1970s), a leading figure of modern psychiatry in early republican Turkey. 290
Sadan was born in Istanbul in 1896; he was educated first at Robert College and then in the
Istanbul medical school (Mekteb-i Tibbiye-i Sahane) during the Young Turk regime. In 1925,
two years after his graduation from the Medical School and the proclamation of the Turkish
Republic, he was assigned to Toptasi, the major state asylum in Istanbul, which during this
period was undergoing major structural transformation culminating in the emergence of the
modern psychiatric institution known today as Bakirkoy Mental Hospital. Sadan worked there as
a psychiatric assistant until a dispute in 1927 with Mazhar Osman, the director of both
institutions, compelled him to resign.291 Following this incident, Sadan went to France to study
neurology in Salpetriere, the famous teaching hospital in Paris which hosted some of the most
important figures of modern psychiatry and neurology including Philippe Pinel, Jean-Martin
Charcot, Joseph Babinski, Pierre Janet, and Sigmund Freud. He also specialized in psychiatry in
Villejuif Asylum where he assisted Joseph Rogues de Fursac (1872-1942). Curiously, when he
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returned back to Turkey in 1930, in spite of the fact that he was now a specialist in psychiatry
and neurology, Sadan could not find a position in any of the main psychiatric institutions in the
country including Bakirkoy Mental Hospital. The only job he could find was as a consultant in
rural Anatolian Hospitals, and for a while as an inspector for the Ministry of Health.292
Being turned down from prominent positions in the main psychiatric institutions marked a
shift in Sadan’s intellectual interests for he now grew more critical of biological psychiatry as he
became more and more attracted to psychoanalysis. In this period, Sadan became the first
Turkish psyhiatrist to have training analysis to be a psychoanalyst. His training analyst was the
German psychoanalyst Edith Weigert, who together with her Jewish husband Oscar Weigert,
took refuge in Turkey between 1935 and 1938, and obtained a special permission from Mustafa
Kemal (Ataturk) to practice psychoanalysis in the country.293 It is important to note that Sadan’s
shift towards the psychoanalytic discourse was what ironically brought his name to prominence
if not fame. In fact, Sadan’s name to fame was hardly accomplished during his lifetime since at
that time the field was completely dominated by a state sponsored biological psychiatry. Yet it is
notable that his name is still in circulation today as his contributions are being debated within the
Turkish psychiatric circles as well as the larger public sphere on questions relating to Turkish
modernity and the formations of modern subjectivities under the early republic of Turkey.294
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Sadan clearly represents the establishment of psychoanalysis in Turkey, which although
being one of the two main trends of modern Turkish psychiatry, is sometimes not compatible
with state sponsored biological psychiatry. Attempting to promote and disseminate
psychoanalytic knowledge in Turkey, Sadan went beyond the clinical practice of psychiatry, and
aimed to analytically engage with what he called the “collective Turkish psyche” through his
psychoanalytic writings. In other words, he employed a psychoanalytic methodology to
participate in—as well as to analyze—modern Turkish public concerns including the questions
and discussions regarding the formation of modern and healthy Turkish subjects within the
framework of the early Turkish republic. Therefore, in this chapter, I attempt to describe and
place Sadan’s production/practice ontologically within the context of the early republic of
Turkey. Put differently, I analyze his agency and its limits of operation as shaped by his present
and tied to his socio-cultural memory—while at the same time operating within the secularist and
nationalist ethos of early republican Turkey and its own projected historical memory.
While focusing on Sadan’s production of knowledge regarding the “new Western methods
within the field of psychiatry,” i.e. psychoanalysis, and his promotion and dissemination of it in
Turkey, we should remember that the importation and transplantation of a discourse and set of
practices from one context to another is never a one dimensional project, the same as the fact that
those same set of practices/discourses were never one dimensional within their original contexts.
The contestation within psychoanalysis even in its early period is well known and documented.
One should look at the complicated relations between certain actors of the field, such as Sigmund
Freud, Carl G. Jung, Otto Rank, Alfred Adler and others to trace the different branches and
contestations within this field. Yet the translation or transformation of this new knowledge
(together with its differing branches) from its context of origin (that is for psychoanalysis a

122

Western European, and particularly a German one) to a Turkish context added more
complications to the already existing variety of dimensions within the field.295 What mattered in
this process seems to be how the psychoanalytic knowledge and methodologies passed through
the socio-political filters of the early Turkish republican society. This process involved both the
transformation, thus the rearticulation of psychoanalytic practices according to the Turkish
context, as well as the redefinition (and the reconstitution) of the Turkish society according to the
psychoanalytic interpretation (analysis) of itself. In other words, the psychoanalytic knowledge
passed through the lenses of its local interpreters (in our case Sadan) whose inclinations and
subjectivities were constituted by their own locality (as well as temporality) and its conditions of
possibilities. A consideration of this transformative process is central to my analysis, and as I
argue, it discloses the ways in which a different psychoanalytic discourse emerged through
Sadan’s translation of (psychoanalysis) and engagement with the problems of the formation of
early republican society, especially the questions regarding the role of religion and the historic
origins of the modern Turkish nation. Through a close reading of Sadan’s writings, this chapter
therefore focuses on this process of translation or transformation, and the ways in which
psychoanalysis was reconfigured by Sadan within the “space of experience” of the early
Republic and its “horizon of expectations.”296
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The emergence of a new form of psychoanalysis within the Turkish context also challenges
the idea of psychoanalysis as a definitive, monolithic Western discourse and scientific practice.
The reification of new renderings of psychoanalysis in different regions under different
conditions, furthermore, brings forth the question of the impact of those new formulations on the
Western—and in this particular case, Freudian—psychoanalysis. It thus should be noted that, in
1932, Sadan published an article in Imago, a psychoanalytic journal under the editorial direction
of Freud. There through an analysis of the Sufi legend of Merkez Efendi, he points to the
Oedipal and castration complexes which are, according to him, apparent within the manifest and
symbolic content of this particular Muslim (yet Sufi) legend. And in 1948, nine years after
Freud’s death, Sadan claimed in a letter to the Psychoanalytic Quarterly that some of Freud’s
ideas in Moses and Monotheism postdated his ideas on the subject, which while admitted by
Freud—and published in his journal—were never publically acknowledged:
What I would like to bring forth is that, as any impartial specialist can
determine, the first psychoanalytic study of monotheism was written by
me (Izeddin, A.: Eine mohammedanische Legende. Imago, XVIII, 1932,
pp. 189–213). There I showed—a fact admitted by Freud himself since he
had the article translated into German—that psychoanalytic mechanisms
discovered previously, and originating from polytheistic legends, could be
applied to monotheistic folklore. Freud's analysis postdates mine by six
years, and no one during that period has published anything on that
subject. So much for the question of priority.
…I have written this letter not so much to criticize an author [i.e. Freud]
whom I esteem, but rather to establish an outmoded fact, as well as to
obtain justice for my work, meager as it may be. The facts are there.297
It might be easy to dismiss Sadan’s claim on the issue, particularly since his Imago article did not
directly deal with the question of monotheism in Islam. Nevertheless, such an attitude, an easy
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one to resort to, I believe, displays a certain Eurocentric gesture programmed to search for, hence
locate the foundations of modern scientific discourse in the post-enlightenment Western world.
With the specific aim of resisting such a Eurocentric framework, I put particular emphasis on the
importance of considering Sadan’s claim—which was also taken seriously by the Psychoanalytic
Quarterly in 1948—in tune with the literature that reads modernity and modern science not
centered in the post-Enlightenment Western world, and not as one dimensional—i.e. flowing
from the West to the “rest”—, but as multidimensional, thus lacking an exact center, and
occuring as a result of the multidimensional flows coming from different parts of the world. 298
From Biological Psychiatry to Psychoanalysis: A Narrative of Positivism
Before going further to directly engage with Sadan’s psychoanalytic knowledge production, a
few words are in order on Sadan’s shift from biological psychiatry to psychoanalysis, a shift that
was not in conflict, and utterly compatible with Sadan’s ardent belief in “positive [empirical]
science” –which for him is “the basis of any credible knowledge.”299 At a period of top down
secularization in Turkey, Sadan can be seen as an example of a leading secular intellectual who
strongly advocated the dissemination of scientific positivist forms of knowledge to counter
prevalent “superstitious” and “pseudo-scientific” beliefs among the Turks. As a “conscripted”
positivist from early years, Sadan, in an article published in 1925, situated what he called
“Freudism” within “philosophy” rather than “science.” He harshly attacked the psychoanalytic
method for holding “mystical and anti-positivist tendencies common to that era” and for straying
away from “pure sciences.” He concluded emphatically that psychoanalysis “prevailed only
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because of the [anti-positivist] tendencies of the era and its society rather than the value it
genuinely had.”300
If this was so, how is it possible for Sadan to completely switch his position to become the
champion and the leading representative of psychoanalytic knowledge only a few years after? He
tells us the story of his conversion with particular details in various pieces he wrote later on to
introduce psychoanalysis to the Turkish public. In 1936 for example, almost a decade after his
critical 1925 article, Sadan points out that it might be difficult to distinguish psychology from
philosophy if one starts with ancient Greece; “however,” he emphasizes, “if one leaves these
speculative, stochastic and abstract views behind… he will see how psychology turned out to be
a serious matter once the idea of experimentation became an essential part of it.”301
When discussing Freud, Sadan emphatically and strongly stresses Freud’s “causality and
determinism.” Causality, he accentuates, although becoming the basis for understanding the
physical world since the nineteenth century, was “never applied to decipher relationships
between mental or psychic (ruhi) events and occurrences until Freud employed it for his analyses
of the human psyche.”302 According to Freud mental and psychic conditions (both normal and
pathological) are the outcomes of the dynamic causal relations between the conscious and the
unconscious as they manifest themselves in the struggles between the id, ego and superego. And
resorting to the unconscious to find out its effects on the conscious is an “absolute break from
what the philosophers who preceded him did. While theorizing the unconscious, Freud left
philosophical considerations behind, and stuck to the principle of causality. It is for this reason,

Izzeddin Sadan, “Freudizmin Sirr-i Muvaffakiyeti,” Istanbul Serririyati, 8, (August 1925), pp. 10391042.
301
Izeddin Sadan, “Psikopatoloji” Yeni Adam, 132 (09.07.1936), p. 10.
302
Izeddin Sadan “Psikopatoloji Mihanikiyetleri: Topografik, Dinamik, Ekonomik Telekkileri” Yeni
Adam, 165 (25.02.1937), p. 16.
300

126

psychoanalysis is absolutely determinist.”303 Consequently, Sadan insists that Freud based his
analyses on “various scientific proofs,” such as the ones “taken from dream analysis, or the
psychopathology of the everyday life, as well as the results of scientific evaluations of the
unconscious, the evidences taken from post-hypnotic situations, and the ones unearthed by free
association during therapies.”304
Convinced by Freud’s emphasis on scienticity of psychoanalysis, Sadan might have realized
the potential of psychoanalysis to open a new space of operation within the field of Turkish
psychiatry.305 A turning point in his life, as he tells us, came when he coincidently obtained
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Traité théorique et pratique de psychanalyse, a book by the British neurologist and
psychoanalyst (and also Freud’s official biographer) Ernest Jones.306 At the same time, he also
delved into the writings of other psychoanalysts such as Freud, Jung, and particularly Abraham
A. Brill (1874-1948). 307 Sadan consequently emerged as the interlocutor of this new—yet
according to him, indisputably scientific—psychiatric trend in Turkey. However, his shift was
clearly formalized on an intellectual level rather than a direct application of psychoanalytic
methodology to clinically treat patients. Put simply, it can be said that Sadan was more interested
in preaching psychoanalysis rather than practicing it “medically.”308 In fact, his significance as a
psychoanalyst lies mainly in his public engagement with historically embedded “Turkish
neuroses,” and his analysis of the “collective unconscious” of modern Turkey.309
To conclude, Sadan’s shift from biological psychiatry to psychoanalysis represents a
momentous interpretational and/or methodological transformation. Shifting from an
understanding of psychiatric problems based on biology to a psychoanalytic interpretation of the
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individual subject and the collective whole as I will discuss next constitutes a very significant
transformation.
“Sickness of Love”: Libido, Eros, and Sufism
In what follows, I want to address Sadan’s attempt at the Turkification of psychoanalysis, which
at the same time signifies a resistance to and a break from some features of Freud’s
psychoanalytic interpretations of society, civilization, the sex drive, and neuroses as they unfold
within a Western context. In order to do so, I am going to delve into what I call Sadanian
psychoanalysis, and discuss a series of Sadan’s writings on “love (Eros)” through which, I
believe, we can trace his conceptualizations of psyche, science, biology, and religion among
other things more clearly. Although using Freudian psychoanalysis as his main tool of analysis,
in this series of writings Sadan explicitly breaks away from Freud’s formulation of and
compliance with the idea of “libido as Eros.”310 Differently from Freud’s Judeo-Christian notion
of Eros/love, Sadan’s notion of love—as inseparable from sexual pleasure and the sex drive—is
by and large (consciously or unconsciously) predicated on the Sunni Islamic tradition and, in
particular, its discourse on sexuality.
Thus, for Sadan, who never married or pursued bourgeois conjugal family relations as Freud
did, it was time to raise awareness about this “sickness of love,” and “save people from the
tyranny and molestation of it.”311 He emphasizes that he does not target the sex drive [read
Libido], but pure desexualized love [Eros] to which he refers to as an “abstract microbe, which
constitutes a sickness like cancer, tuberculosis, and pneumonia, only a lighter one.”312 Even
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though to Sadan, the sex drive can be “without a doubt, dissocial and treacherous,” nonetheless it
is a drive “embedded in human nature and cannot be disposed of.” But to Sadan love in the
Freudian sense detached from sex (pleasure) is a notion that is primarily the “outcome of
Catholicism, [which itself] is an overgrown child of Judaism. It is a product of the beardless,
skirted and impotent priests of Jesus, whose own sex life could not go beyond crying on the lap
of Mary Magdalena.”313 In his condemnation of Western forms of marriage and love, Sadan
concludes that Western modern concept of love is “obviously masochistic,”—one embedded in a
Christian asceticism that “aims to extinguish the sex drive; and which in itself is pathological.”314
In another article, Sadan revisits the idea that Christianity trivialized women’s sexual drive
and consigned men to impotency. In the article, he focuses his criticism on the [modern]
bourgeois idea of conjugal love and marriage, which he then characterizes as “latent
homosexuality:”
Any man who cannot view a woman as a source of pleasure is [ultimately]
a homosexual—yet one who is unaware of his homosexuality. This is
called “homosexualite latente.” Our contemporary concept of marriage,
consequently, is simply a homosexual one. And the reason for this is
Christianity, which has pushed women away from her sexual worth.
Think of Virgin Mary for a moment: Mary is none other than a
desexualized woman. She appears as a dominant woman that only loves
and protects her son. She is the head of her family. The figure of the father
even does not exist. The son, Jesus is simply his mother’s pet. He is a
weak, timid masochist, who preaches to offer your other cheek when you
are slapped on your cheek.315

313

Ibid., p. 11.
Ibid., pp. 11-12.
315
Izeddin Sadan, “Eros (Ask) ile Mucadele: Meryem Ana ve Donkisot,” Yeni Adam, 113 (27.02.1936),
p. 5.
314

130

One might read Sadan’s analysis here within the framework of the psychoanalytic discourse that
is aimed to track down neurotic themes situated within “religion.”316 Nevertheless, Sadan clearly
comes up with a spin, and he goes beyond Freudian psychoanalysis by stressing the idea that the
modern Western conceptualizations of love and marriage appear to be pathological since they are
outcomes of the neurotic Christian understanding of sexuality. They are built on certain oedipal
themes and should be dealt psychoanalytically. Sadan furthers his arguments by asserting that
Freud’s socio-historical analysis of the sex drive is principally valid within the framework of
Christian civilization since “Muslims do not confine the sex drive in such a strict way.”317 One
can see here that Sadan is questioning the universality and scienticity of some notions of
Freudian psychoanalysis with his reading of the Freudian discourse as a set of knowledge and
practice based on and emerging from a Judeo-Christian culture that is not universally applicable.
That is clearly the point where Sadan is challenging Freud, and bringing forth the notion that
psychoanalysis is bounded to be determined by its particular culture, and is embedded in its own
historical memory rather than being a universal and trans-historical category. Sadan exemplifies
this by pointing to the fact that certain aspects of Freudian psychoanalysis—in particular its
definition of Eros—is not applicable to Turkey and the Turkish society. Freudian understanding
of Eros simply has its roots in Judeo-Christian culture, and cannot go beyond being a foreign
importation for the Turkish society rooted in an Islamic culture.

316

As almost every reader of Freud knows, Freud treated religion mainly as a collective delirium that
would be overcome by science. Science clearly is not illusionary like religion for him, since it has given
us “evidence by its numerous and important successes.” See Sigmund Freud, The Future of an Illusion,
Trans. J. Strachey (New York: W.W. Norton, 1961), p. 70.
317
Izeddin Sadan, “Eros (Ask) ile Mucadele” Yeni Adam, 110 (06.02.1936), p. 12.
131

Yet one should still pay attention to the strictly secular language Sadan employs here which
assigns authority to Islamic civilization and culture but not Islam—the teaching of God—for the
definition and formation of sexuality within Islam. Thus he continues:
When Islam obtains features resembling the masochistic proclivities of
Christianity, it becomes masochistic and pathological. Sufism (Tasavvuf)
constitutes the most significant example. For it displays a strict
monasticism; and it procreates mystical and introverted reactions such as
self-torture and ascetism. Consequently, the sex drive loses its direction and
moves from women, its real target, to man lover (mahbub); and the drama
starts there.318

This reference to Sufism needs some deliberation. Apart from the explicit secularized language
Sadan uses here, his interpretation of love (Eros) is implicitly predicated on the Sunni Islamic
cultural view of sexuality. As it has been convincingly argued, the idea of sexual morality in
[Sunni/Shiah] Islam differs from the one of Judaism and Christianity. Islam clearly considers
sexual fulfillment (of both man and woman) a major principle, and unlike the Judeo-Christian
perception of “legitimate sex,” sexual activity is not bound by the procreative purpose in it.
Islamic marriage is polygamous and subject to easy termination. Moreover, Islam does not
confine sex (for men) to marriage.319
As a psychoanalyst informed by his own cultural memory, Sadan puts Sufism under or
through the gaze of psychoanalysis by concluding that Sufis suffer from paranoia caused by the
repression of natural worldly desires (including sex) and the conversion of these desires into
pathologies similar to that of Christianity. Retrospectively diagnosing the “paranoid character” of
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Sufism, he emphasizes Sufis’ implicit use of the “non-Islamic elements and artifacts such as
“feminine ornaments,” and “obvious homoerotic features.”320 It is clear from his analysis that his
perception of Sufism as alien is derived from the Sunni tradition that defines Sufism as a foreign
importation (bid’ah) and a deviation from mainstream Islam. “It is for this reason,” Sadan
maintains, that the “Sufi is trapped in the mistake of defining the universe through the way of
love, or more correctly by the help of the male lover [Mahbub]. [And] the biggest vice of the
Muslim world was to taint Mohammed’s most powerful and compassionate religion by the views
of the ancient Greek philosophers.” 321
And it is certainly at those moments of the unfolding of a veiled yet constitutive interaction
between the psychoanalytic language and the Sunni Islamic discursive tradition that can be
traced through the psychoanalytic perception of Sadan, it becomes plausible to grasp and
envision what the anthropologist Stefania Pandolfo calls an intermediate zone of absence and
presence, the lieu of an encounter in the rift, the dehliz (the threshold in the al-Ghazalian sense),
and the thin line of modernity.322 It is on this thin line of modernity that the cultural bearings of
Sunni Islamic civilization haunts, and thus constitutes what is considered to be the
modern/secular Turkish understanding of the psyche.323
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One should keep in mind that Sadan’s main goal in these series of writings is to elaborate on
the neurotic character and roots of modern love (as an importation), which he analyses in a
physiological and psychoanalytical manner. The issue of love is of course one of the most
important features of Sufi learning. Within the Sufi tradition one might loosely say that it is an
abstract and elusive concept that should be cherished and sought to transcend the profane world.
It is a way of envisioning the magnificence of the Creator/God through the beauties that it
created.324
Yet for Sadan, this kind of pure desexualized love is a fixed sickness in which both
physiological and psychic (particularly unconscious) effects are in operation. It has a social
superstructure as well as psychic and corporeal reactions. Thus it should be diagnosed by using
scientific methodology based on causality that is used to diagnose infectious sicknesses. 325 Once
such a method is employed, the psychical symptoms can be traced accordingly, making it clear
that the sickness of love proceeds in four phases that parallels the course of any infectious
sickness. These phases are the inoculation (devri telkih), infection (devri istila), standstill (devri
tevakkut), and the fading (devri inhilali).326 Sadan’s definitions of these phases relied on certain
physical symptoms of the lovers such as being overjoyed, talking too much, melancholia and the
like as well as certain gestures and postures they make such as crossing legs, touching hair while
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talking that Sadan reads in a psychoanalytic manner, and analyzes as hidden messages of the
unconscious directed to the love’s target.327
Among the four phases of the sickness of love, the first one seems to be the most interesting
since, according to Sadan, “it pertains to a period when the lover falls in love without
determining the target of his love.”328 Thus, love does not start as a result of a physical attraction
between two people, but is a sickness of one person which then finds a target and develops
instantly.329
At this point, the complete difference between Sadan’s psychoanalytic diagnosis of love and
the Sufi spiritual understanding/exaltation of love should be stressed. Sadan’s conceptualization
of love as a sickness, together with his absolute rejection of any spiritual and non-scientific
rendering of the concept, directly targets the Sufi understanding of love –along with the Christian
version of it-- declaring it to be one of an inherited sickness in modern Turkish culture.
This declaration indeed coincided with official government activities against Sufi structures
and institutions. The Turkish secular state’s determination on dismantling all tekkes and zaviyes
associated with Sufi practices in this period is well documented.330 The official anti-Sufism
policy of the early Turkish republican government seems to overlap with Sadan’s views on the
issue as a secular citizen, psychiatrist, and intellectual of the republic; at the same time that
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Sadan was clearly participating in the production of a psychological medical discourse that
complemented the state’s visions and actions. Such a consideration inevitably brings forth a
sketch of the looping effects and the matrixes of productive relationships between
governmentality (i.e. the modern form of sovereignty that takes its power to rule from biopolitics), the scientific or rather the biopolitical knowledge that governmentality produces and is
produced by, and human agency (which finds a limited but possible space of operation for itself
within the modern power structures of governmentality) in early republican Turkey.331
Concurrent with this, Sadan appears as an agent (albeit unsolicited) of early republican Turkey
drawn by its activities while at the same time actively producing a psychoanalytic discourse that
engaged the state’s “horizon of expectations” and its vision of a progressive modern Turkish
nation made up of healthy productive Turkish subjects.
In addition to that, Sadan’s analysis of Christianity as pathological, i.e. an outcome of the
Oedipus complex, hence repressive, masochistic, neurotic, is apt to be read as a response to the
cultural imperialism of the West. Thus it signifies a resistance to an all-encompassing discourse
originating in Europe. What is striking about this gesture of resistance is the manner in which it
constructs its arguments utilizing the rationality of positivism rather than employing
local/indigenous forms of rationality to target the cultural superiority of Europe. Yet Sadan still
speaks within and through a Sunni Islamic cultural memory, hence produces a secular discourse
predicated on an Islamic civilization (albeit Sunni) that is at odds with and different from the
secular Judeo-Christian civilization.332 The power of science apparently provided Sadan, a
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secular, nationalist Turkish psychiatrist, a possibility to structure a different secular path
informed by Sunni tradition and cultural memory to challenge the binarism of progressive
modern scientific West versus Muslim/backward East. Sadan, nevertheless, continued to operate
within the secularist ethos of early republican Turkey.
Resistance to Western domination is detectable in other writings of Sadan. A clear example
is Sadan’s conceptualization of a Turkish selfhood and psyche that is considerably different from
the Western self and its psyche. This however did not mean a rejection of the idea of the
individual subject. On the contrary, Sadan voiced criticisms of what he called the Turks’
“hostility towards individualism” especially since he considered “individualism” to be an
essential tenet for the production of a healthy society.333
Psychoanalysis, Turkish Nationalism, and Hallucinations of Happiness
For Sadan, who was conscripted by the nationalist fervor of the period, the major neurosis that
the Turkish individual subject was suffering from is none other than a crisis of confused identity.
This confusion or neurosis is attributed to the ‘long duree’ millet system; a multi-ethnic system
practiced by the Ottoman Empire that endured over many centuries and had been inherited by
countless generations. What made things even worse, according to Sadan, was the futile and
ineffective policies of Ottomanism.334 As the title of his one and only book, Birsam-i Saadet
(Hallucinations of Happiness), boldly illustrates, the Turkish society was suffering from
hallucinations of happiness, an outcome of historically embedded neuroses within Turkish
society. Sadan consequently delves into Ottoman history to trace back the pathological effects of
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the multi-ethnic Ottoman system and its attempted modernization under Ottomanism on the
formation of an Ottoman and later on a Turkish subject-hood.
The concept of Ottomanism, as is well known, emerged in the late Tanzimat period that had
started in 1839 with the Imperial Edict of Gulhane, and culminated with the Hatt-i Humayun of
1856, bringing the idea of modern citizenship and common law to the multi-ethnic Ottoman
Empire which was composed of different millets—i.e. communities based on religious
denomination but not necessarily ethnicity. To put it simply, it was an ideology emerged at a
time when another new, modern ideology called nationalism was shaking the very foundations of
old multi-ethnic empires. Thus it was aimed to unite different ethnic groups living within the
boundaries of the multi-ethnic Ottoman Empire under the Ottoman banner.335
Following this historical trajectory, Sadan psychoanalytically locates the origins of what he
considers to be a neurosis of confused Turkish identity back in Ottomanist modernization
policies that undermined the notion of Turkishness and generated confusion over who and what
constitutes a Turk. Haunted by a multi-ethnic Ottoman past legacy and by a more recent
Ottomanism that aimed to create modern Ottoman selves and citizens molded out of multiethnic
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communities, it is only natural for Sadan that Turkishness and/or the idea of a Turkish selfhood
could only emerge as a blurred category.
Moreover, Sadan traced back the neuroses of modern Turkish society (and the Turkish self)
to what he calls the “disturbed” Tanzimat era that “exalted the Christian elements that never
played a significant role within Turkish society under the auspices of its concept of
Ottomanism”336 In addition to that, he points to “foreign enmity,” and its effects behind the
materialization of those confusions:
Envying the unity of the Turkish World, some foreign elements attempted to
break this unity. An example of this is the trio of Turks, Tatars, and
Mongols. As the eminent ethnologist Loth [?] brilliantly proved Turks,
Tatars, and Mongols are exactly the same.
And the “Ottoman” concept that was added to this trio has no other purpose
but to suffocate national unity by using the “diviser, pour reigner” [sic.
“diviser pour régner” - divide and rule] principle.337

The ambiguity regarding what constitutes a Turk and the Turkish nation formed the basis of a
major yet hidden neurosis within modern Turkey. This ambiguity and the neuroses it casts,
Sadan thus continues, can only be overcome through a “scientifically” well-defined Turkish
nationalism.338
Consequently, determined to rely utterly on the scientific discourse of his own discipline to
support his arguments, Sadan turns to Freud, whom he defines as a “deep nationalist.”339
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Moreover, relying on, among other things, his claim of the deep nationalism of Freud, he comes
up with a prescription for the Turkish society that constitutes the last chapter, “The Sole Cure:
the Feeling of Nationalism,” of his Birsam-i Saadet.
Pointing to how the concept of nation (milliyet) has been “unfortunately hindered” previously
among the Turks; he once again turns to Freud, claiming that “as we have learned from Freud,
the feeling of belonging to a nation does not concern solely the individual, but because of its
integrative impact on communities, it works as a mechanism to cure neuroses.”340 Thus, the
feeling of nationality is “natural for human beings, and is an outcome of their narcissistic desires.
Every acquisition on behalf of the individual satisfies the narcissistic nature of the individual,
and leads him/her to happiness.”341 Accordingly, for Sadan, the “anti-nationalist communities
appear to be communities of suicide.”342 In addition to that, nationalism works for the treatment
of “inferiority complexes.” It is for this reason, Sadan stresses Freud pointed to “the necessity of
indoctrinating nationalism to the Jews.”343
Therefore, Sadan maintains, “the Turkish nation is the one nation that needs the feeling of
nationality most.” The “glorious Turkish history” constitutes the great example that must be
traced in order to understand this:
As one of the oldest, most united, and liveliest nations seen in history, the
Turks dominated the world from time to time. And their dominion did not
simply consist of plundering this and that on horseback as the West
“believed in the ultimate solidarity of man” at a time when horrors and tragedies were compelling Jews to
embrace the idea of a nation state. See Isaac Deutscher, The Non-Jewish Jew and Other Essays (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1968.), pp. 35, 40. Moreover, as Edward Said argues, Freud’s depiction of
Moses, the prophet of Judaism and the founder of Jewish identity as a non-European Egyptian is a “way
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claims. They [the Turks] paved paths to make communities between Asia
and Europe closer. They provided security for people by establishing
orderly state structures. The best proof of this is the ongoing anarchy in
the regions from which the Ottoman Turks receded.
…Nevertheless, the connectedness of their language to Sumerian, “by all
means the oldest language of the world,”—in tune with the principle of the
most valuable is the most envied—put their enemies into an effort to
belittle the Turkish [civilization].344
Thus, Sadan adds, a “scientific approach to Turkish nationalism” should be developed, and the
Turkish nation must be informed through such a medium/mechanism against the “disinformation
that was produced against the Turkish nation and its civilization by its enemies.”345 Turkish
nationalism in this respect should emerge as a “philosophical argument to protect and cure the
Turkish society from social neurosis.”346 Sadan ends his arguments through an evolutionary
reading of the natural human inclinations evolving through nationalism, the sole source of
happiness of a society:
Since the feeling of belonging to a nation satisfies the narcissistic
inclinations of the psyche, then everything opposing this inclination would
divert human beings into moral and psychic anguish. Anguish is a
sickness, and can only be diagnosed and treated by psychiatry. And this
shows to me that happiness can be achieved only through nationalism.347
Since nationalism is the sole path to happiness, then other paths such as internationalism, antinationalism, socialism, the rejection of the existence of races and nations, and the promotion of
the idea of transcendental identities appear to be deceptions with hallucinatory effects. 348 It is for
this reason that the “antagonists of racism almost always emerge among the religious, crypto-
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religious, mystic—Sufi cognoscenti, in other words, among the circles of pre-logic thought.”349
And such “pre-logical” thinking can only constitute hallucinations of happiness. Moving even
further from this secularist framework based on a binaristic understanding of what is real and
healthy, and what is hallucinatory and unhealthy; and ending up with a nationalist blackmail,
Sadan concludes his Birsam-i Saadet with the assertion that turns the possibility of standing
against the idea of nationalism into rejecting the idea of vatan: “to blur the stream of nationalism
is to blur the concept of the motherland” (Milliyet cereyanini bulandirmak vatan mefhumunu
bulandirmaktir).350
It is indeed hard not to notice the constitutive effect of the nationalist fervor of the era on
Sadan’s own understanding of what constitutes a healthy society as well as his own rendering of
psychoanalysis that aimed to help the “Turks” overcome their neuroses and reach a level of
mental/psychic stability. Suffice it to say that Sadan was and is often considered to be an extreme
nationalist who was influenced by the ultra-nationalist (Turanci) circle of intellectuals of early
republican Turkey, including figures such as Nihal Atsiz, Riza Nur, Zeki Velidi Togan, Fethi
Tevetoglu, and Orhan Seyfi Orhon.351 He was a regular contributor to magazines such as
Cinaralti, Kopuz, Toprak, and Buyuk Dogu, published by this group in the early 1940s.352
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Clearly his nationalistic claims wrapped up with a psychoanalytic jargon fed into and were fed
up by this ultra-nationalist/Turanist movement in Turkey. Sadan thus appears to be the
psychiatrist/psychoanalyst of that circle, bringing a diagnostic language to the social issues
pertaining to nationalism as it was defined by Turanism.
At the same time, one must stress the fact that Sadan’s psychoanalytic thinking at some other
points differed from and challenged the overall nationalist/Turanist understanding, especially on
the issue of the socio-historical roots of the Turkish “nation.” For instance, Sadan refuted
standard Turanist narrative and to a certain extent the official one that glorified Central Asian
shaman culture as the purest form of Turkish culture. To the contrary, Sadan identified Central
Asian shamanism as a neurotic culture that carries within it homosexual tendencies, which it
shares with Christianity and Sufism.353 That is precisely why he rejected Central Asian culture
and shamanic symbols as the foundation or origin for Turkishhood and the Turkish nation.
To conclude, one should once again emphasize that Sadan’s case displays the complex layers
of matrixes of meanings, experiences, and practices through a historical account of the sort of
psychoanalysis emerging within the Turkish context at the hands of Sadan. At the same time it
discloses how Sadan became a Turkish psychiatrist and intellectual by his engagement with
Western psychoanalytic discourse and its disciplinary mechanisms. Focusing on Sadanian
psychoanalysis therefore is illustrative because it sheds light on the interactions, looping effects,
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and matrixes between constitutive structures and discourses in early republican Turkey such as
positivism, science, psychoanalysis, nationalism, secularism, and the Sunni Islamic tradition that
are believed to be contradictory, incompatible, and incommensurable.
Such an analysis provides certain indications regarding the possible impact of this new
rendering of psychoanalysis by Sadan on psychoanalysis at its European center and in the hands
of its “father,” Freud. This novel Turkish interpretation of psychoanalysis, as we have seen in
Sadan’s writings on the neuroses of Christianity and the Western world challenges the
superiority of the West, although it is constituted by a secular, medical discourse par excellence.
Sadanian psychoanalytic discourse, however, in contrast to a Western psychoanalytic discourse
that is predicated on the Judeo-Christian liberal tradition, appears to be an outcome of the SunniIslamic trajectory, and shaped epistemologically within the context and conditions of
possibilities of early republican Turkish culture and society.
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Chapter V
Re-Dematerializing the Soul:
Modern Science, Islamic Mysticism, and Turkish Neo-Spiritualism

The mystical is not how the world is, but that it is.
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus354

In this chapter, I want to turn my attention to a completely different consideration of various
psychological concepts that became significantly popular in Turkey between the 1940s and
1960s. To do so, I focus on the Turkish neo-spiritualist movement and its founder and major
theorist, Dr. Bedri Ruhselman, as well as some of his followers, who included some of the most
prominent intellectuals, physicians, and psychiatrists of the period.
I argue that what makes Ruhselman and the neo-spiritualist movement significant for a study
on the emergence of psy-sciences in early republican Turkey is the way this movement and its
discourse lent an alternative definition and understanding of the notions of the soul, spirit,
psyche, possession, self, brain, mind, and memory as well as mental disorders.355 Combining the
late nineteenth and early twentieth century Western trend of spiritualism, and more specifically
the French spiritism with local dynamics and socio-cultural structures, Ruhselman and his
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disciples’ work represents a collage of scientific (and/or pseudo-scientific) arguments that
integrated the spiritual philosophies of leading Western spiritualists such as Allan Kardec, Leon
Denis, and Camille Flammarion with the doctrines and practices of Islamic mysticism (Sufism).
While a minor movement, neo-spiritualism was nonetheless officially recognized and
institutionalized as an official association: Metapsisik Tetkik ve Ilmi Arastirmalar Dernegi
(Association of Metaphysical Studies and Scientific Research—hereafter MTIAD) in Turkey. In
fact, the state viewed this movement as a modern blend of Western and international spiritualism
rather than one posing a threat to its ultra-secular project, which included at that time the
dismantling of all religious institutions and structures, targeting, in particular, the tekkes and
zaviyes associated with Sufism. In spite of its small membership, this movement published
prolifically in the 1940s and 1950s triggering major debates among the Turkish intelligentsia,
which seems to indicate that the movement had a much larger following among the public than
its official membership might indicate. One might attribute its popularity to the fact that neospiritualism was probably conceived as politically safer and therefore a more judicious
alternative to the outlawed Sufi orders.
The chapter provides a sequel to the historical analysis of the socio-politically stimulated
fluctuations within the discourses of psychiatry and psychology in republican Turkey offered in
chapter three. It sheds light on an alternative discourse that emerged, thrived, and later fell apart
in a specific period of Turkish history, a period dominated by a yearning for pure scientism
(empiricism) imbedded within a project of top-down secularism, and in which religious
explanations and options were officially banned. Neo-spiritualism flourished, I argue, in such a
period within the lacuna (or as Ian Hacking would have called it an ecological niche356) that
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emerged under the ferociously secular modern state as a novel discourse to reevaluate and
reinvest psychic matters with a new language. This language had scientific and empirical
contours, and on the other hand was not incommensurable with religion. In other words, Turkish
neo-spiritualism posed a challenge to the pure materialism of early republican Turkish
psychiatry, reified in its attempts to dematerialize the soul, which was systematically transformed
into a pure material framework by descriptive psychiatry. This characteristic of the movement, in
turn, seems to explain its popularity among the Turkish public, as well as a significant number of
second generation Turkish psychiatrists, who were discontented with the rigid materialism of
their field and mentors.
Turkish neo-spiritualism is thus considered here not as a (new) method of intervention to
mental disorders, but rather as an alternative path for (re)conceptualizing the soul/psyche away
from the materialist interpretations offered by descriptive or analytic psychiatry. While it differs
strikingly from mainstream Turkish psychiatry, the neo-spiritualist discourse was at the same
time certainly effected by, and in many ways reflected, the language of modern psychiatry, and
spoke—albeit within limitations—to the field of Turkish psychiatry. This can be traced via the
stories of a number of psychiatrists, who were influenced and bedazzled by the movement, as
well as the infiltration of spiritualist discussions in the form of paranormal psychology into the
field of Turkish psychiatry.
By including neo-spiritualism in this project, I wish to go beyond the classical approach to
the history of psychiatry, which axiomatically focuses on the mainstream, or in other words,
traces what is dominant within the field, namely descriptive psychiatry and psychoanalysis.
Instead of pursuing such an approach, this chapter attempts to enter into a rather ambiguous and
elusive yet potentially imaginative terrain by and through the lens of Turkish neo-spiritualism,
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which I argue offers an overlooked alternative to psychiatric and psychoanalytic formulations
and re-articulations of psychic issues.
A Brief History of Spiritualism/Spiritism in the West and Beyond
The movement of neo-spiritualism that Bedri Ruhselman founded and spearheaded in Turkey
was of course not the first display of modern belief and practice of communicating with the dead.
Its first emergence in America in 1848 following the famous or rather infamous case of the Fox
Sisters and their claim of communicating with the dead, which drew conflicting response and
debate in America and elsewhere, marks the beginning in the spread of this method of
mediumship across the continent.357
From America, spiritualism made its way to the European continent a few years later,
arriving first in Great Britain in 1852, and was introduced in Parisian society later that year. Soon
after, it became a popular “party game” in various European cities in which participants gathered
around a table to communicate with the dead. The dead responded to the questions posed to
them, it was believed, by turning tables (tables tournantes) as well as rapping.358 Unlike the early
Anglo-Saxon spiritualism, which was devoid of a unified doctrine and a codified system with
“scientific” as well as “moral” claims, spiritualism followed a slightly different path in France,
where it came to attract notable figures within scientific circles. This was mostly due to French
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spiritualism’s entanglement with an immensely popular theory of the late eighteenth century
called animal magnetism. This theory, which was also called Mesmerism after its founder Franz
Anton Mesmer, proposed the existence of an invisible magnetic fluid exerted in all animate
beings; and it considered the blockage of this fluid as the main cause of various pathological
conditions. Mesmeric treatment was thus based on the premise of clearing blockages in the fluid
of patients, a procedure in which the mesmerizer claimed to channel further invisible magnetic
fluid to the patient by using what was called “mesmeric hand passes.”359 Built on this socioscientific cultural background, spiritualism in France crystallized into what came to be known as
“spiritual magnetism,” in which spiritualist magnetizers aimed to utilize magnetic fluid to assist
their patients in communicating with spirits who would cure their sicknesses.360
The French pedagogue Hippolyte Léon Denizard Rivail (1804-1869), who wrote under the
pseudonym of Allan Kardec, unified, centralized, and standardized the spiritualist doctrine in
France in the 1850s by establishing a well-structured, complex, and full-fledged religiophilosophical doctrine with an essential emphasis on science, rationality, and Catholic morality.
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Kardec further coined the term spiritism (spiritisme) to refer to his own rendering of
spiritualism,361 which significantly differed from its Anglo-Saxon counterpart not only by its
successful synthesis of science, philosophy, and Catholicism but also with its essential doctrine
of reincarnation of spirits both in this and other worlds.362 Kardec’s five books on the subject
matter were—and still are—considered the “fundamental books of spiritism,” as they shaped and
centralized its discourse by setting the standards for major issues of the movement such as the
idea of the spirit world (spatium), the theory and practice of mediumship, and the (systematic)
definitions of various paranormal/supernatural phenomena.363
Kardec’s spiritist doctrine was further disseminated to other parts of the world, such as Latin
America, where it was renamed Kardecismo (Kardecism) and found numerous supporters in part
due to the Catholic cultural background that it shared with the region. Moreover, it produced a
belief system that interacted with local religious structures of the region such as the Umbanda
and Candomble.364 The Turkish spiritualist movement should be understood within this
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transnational framework. Kardec and French spiritism provided the path followed by Turkish
spiritualists, who claimed not only to have been influenced by Kardec’s thought but to have
amended and enriched it. The movement therefore called itself neo-spiritualism.365 In fact, as
will be discussed below, it is hard not to notice the different discursive layers of the two
movements unfolding within distinct socio-cultural contexts.
Spiritualism in the Ottoman Empire: Early Excitement and Resistance
According to the literature on spiritualism in the Ottoman Empire, it was in the small and rural
town of Bergama (the ancient Pergamon) in 1896 that the first known experiment of
communicating with spirits was performed within the borders of the Ottoman Empire. The
session was led by the journalist/writer Zorluhanzade Avnullah Kazimi Bey (1868-1914), who
had lived in Paris during his self-imposed exile following the publication of a number of articles
he penned in his journal Muruvvet. He had thus been exposed to Parisian spiritism.366 Intrigued
by Zorluhanzade’s knowledge on the issue, a group of friends, including Ali Aga, the mayor of
Bergama, decided to perform the spiritualist ritual of summoning the dead. The dead, it was
reported, responded to Zorluhanzade and his friends’ invitation, appearing to answer a series of
questions by turning the table that the group was gathered around as well as using the cup and
letters provided as a (Ouija) board. The event shortly became a sensation in the region, and was
followed by similar performances of local civil servants. The spread of the news of the séances
instigated a disturbance among the local population, which feared that the spirits of the dead
were being disturbed. The event and its social resonances were therefore reported to the Porte in
Istanbul, only to be resolved through Zorluhanzade’s personal connections assuring the Porte
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that the event had no political implications whatsoever.367 Although the new research on the
issue contests the veracity of the Bergama experiment as the first spiritualist séance in the
Ottoman Empire, and points to much earlier contacts between the Ottoman spiritualists—
consisted of Levantine merchants, foreign diplomats and their milieus in Constantinople and
Smyrna—and Western spiritualist or spiritists, it is plausible to claim that by the turn of the
twentieth century the act of communicating with the dead seemed to become a pastime activity
among Ottoman upper classes in the manner it took among the European upper classes as
described in some of the memoirs of the period.368 For instance, the painter Naciye Neyyal gave
descriptions of their experiments of communicating with spirits mostly to entertain themselves in
the early 1900s in Bursa where her husband was appointed the governor.369 The phenomenon
also became one of the many themes of the late Ottoman satirical press, which associated the
popularity of spiritualism among Ottoman upper-classes with “superstition, frivolity, bad
administration, and the uncritical imitation of European styles.”370
In the same period, some works on Western spiritualism were published in the Ottoman
Empire. They were written by men, such as Dr. Besim Omer (Akalin), who observed it as a
rising trend in the West. His short treatise on hypnotism and animal magnetism, entitled
Ipnotizma-Manyetizma, was published in 1889, and Hasan Merzuk’s Cinlerle Muhabere
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(Communication with the Jinns) appeared in 1910/1911.371 Merzuk’s book gained significant
popularity and introduced spiritualism to Bedri Ruhselman. It is also interesting for displaying a
cultural “slip of tongue” by employing the word cin (jinn) rather than the ruh, the spirit as was
used in Western spiritualist discourse.372 Within the Islamic tradition, a jinn is a supernatural
creature created of smokeless flame, unlike human beings and angels who are made of clay and
light respectively. A jinn is also believed to be capable of possessing a human being, and is
considered the major underlying reason for “madness,” prompting the term majnun/mecnun,
which means “jinn-possessed,” to become the generic word for “madness” within the Muslim
world.373 This is why the concept of jinn seems to emerge as a possible cultural translation or a
substitute for the spirit—in the way it was used by Western spiritists—within the OttomanTurkish context. The ambiguous line between the belief to communicate with the spirits and the
Islamic concept of the jinn would continue to haunt the issue, and some Islamic scholars would
consider the Ottoman-Turkish spiritualists (as as well as their Western counterparts) as deceived
by the jinns whom they took as spirits.374 Other publication on spiritualism from that period also
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included a journal called Ispiritizma, which was ran by Mehmet Bahaeddin (Toven) and had
twelve issues between 1910 and 1911, and a translation of the emninet British chemist and
physicist William Crookes’ book, Researches in the Phenomena of Spiritualism.375
Roughly translated and introduced, spiritualism in its early form in the Ottoman Empire
seemed to be more of a matter of curiosity than a doctrine predicated on both religious and
scientific traditions as it simultaneously came to be in the Western writings of Kardec and others,
and as it would become under the republic at the hands of Ruhselman and his followers. Despite
its weak and unsystematic appearance, spiritualism and its rising influence, especially among the
Ottoman elite, triggered intense discussion and criticism, particularly within the field of
medicine. In fact, it was none other than Mazhar Osman who wrote one of the first critical
evaluation on the issue in the form of a short book, entitled Spiritzma Aleyhine (Against
Spiritualism), and published in Istanbul in 1910.376 The book delivers a devastating critique of
late Ottoman spiritualism by drawing a clear demarcation between what Osman considered to be
real science as against fake and misleading spiritualism.
An Early Critique of Spiritualism by Mazhar Osman
Despite its early emergence as a matter of curiosity and entertainment, spiritualism and its
increasing popularity at large, according to Osman, was an epidemic –“cholera”— of
“superstition that attracts the common folk simply because of its appeal to human psychology –
even though it was at odds with any religious doctrine.”377 Osman diagnosed spiritualism as a
“contagious disease,” depicting its practitioners as “victims suffering from obsession (espri-i

375

See William Crookes, Kuvve-i Ruhhiye: Yeni Tecrubeler, Ispiritizme hadiselerine dair taharriyat
(Trans. M. Bahaeddin) (Istanbul: Tanin Matbaasi, 1910/1326).
376
Mazhar Osman, Spiritizma Aleyhine (Istanbul: Matbaa-i Hayriye ve Surekasi, 1910/1326).
377
Ibid., pp. 4-5.
154

vahime obsesyonunun kurbanı olarak müracaat eden obsedeler)” and in need of medical
attention.378
It is not surprising then to see Osman, the spokesman for rational science and observable
truths, would once again dismissively attack spiritualism as a misguided irrational superstition
that is harmful to public health. He dismissed the involvement of esteemed and well-known
Western scientists such as Charles Richet,379 Joseph Maxwell,380 Cesare Lombroso,381 William
Crookes,382 August Forel,383 and Pierre Janet384 with spiritualism “as misconstrued by spiritualist
enthusiasts.”385 These scientists, according to Osman, were carrying out scientific experiments to
discover and decipher unknown natural and physical phenomena rather than dealing with the
spiritual or the metaphysical.386 He offered the example of the historical trajectory of hypnotism
to substantiate his point. While it initially emerged out of Mesmer’s metaphysical hypothesis of
animal magnetism, hypnosis evolved into a scientifically proven theory, accepted and practiced
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in the field of psychology. 387 As Osman put it: “what was considered to belong to the realm of
the metaphysical and the unknown half a century ago is now explained by the positive sciences
of chemistry and astronomy which, in turn, rendered occultism and astrology redundant and
obsolete.”388
Osman’s critique of spiritualism took place during the Ottoman Empire and at a time when
spiritualism had not yet taken its fuller form as a field of study. In fact, it was under the
supervision of Bedri Ruhselman that spiritualism emerged from a socially playful supernatural
game into a full-fledged doctrine with claims to scientific rationality. The question whether
Osman had become acquainted with any of Ruhselman’s conceptualizations in the last years of
his life (he died in 1951—five years after the publication of Ruhselman’s Ruh ve Kainat), and in
case he did so, how he considered them is unknown. Yet it is suffice to say that (Ruhselman-led)
neo-spiritualism, as a movement—in spite of its small membership—played a very active and
influential role in the highly contested public debates over the nature of the soul, the spirit and
the psyche as the parameters for defining social pathology in the post-World War II Turkey. It
further cast its influence on a number of leading psychiatrists, including some major disciples of
Mazhar Osman.
Bedri Ruhselman: Some Biographical Notes
Bedri Ruhselman was born in 1898 in Istanbul to a military surgeon and housewife couple.
Educated in a military elite household, he started to take violin lessons at the age of ten, which he
continued during his high school years at the Kabatas Mekteb-i Idadisi. He was first enrolled at
the Imperial School of Medicine in Istanbul in 1916 but was taken out four years later to join the
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Prague Conservatory’s Meisterschule and to pursue a career as a violinist. His musical education
however, had a similar fate to his medical education, for he was forced to return back to Turkey
due to financial problems. Between 1926 and 1935 Ruhselman supported himself by teaching
music in various Anatolian towns, and in the meanwhile researching issues close to his heart
from an early age including the ideas of spiritualism, reincarnation, and hypnosis. His interest in
these topics, as his disciples later claimed, had started at the age of ten when he had read Hasan
Merzuk’s book, Cinlerle Muhabere (Communicating with the Jinns).389 His fascination with the
spirits culminated during his conservatory years in Prague by and through his engagement with
the work of leading Western spiritualists, particularly Kardec.
In 1935 Ruhselman returned to Istanbul and re-enrolled in the School of Medicine. During
this period, he also worked as an intern/assistant at the Bakirkoy Mental Hospital.390 After his
graduation from the Medical School, he decided to specialize in internal medicine. His medical
career did not take off, which in turn led him to seek work as a doctor on board ships.
Disappointed in the opportunities available to him as a medical doctor, he turned to the study of
spiritualism as an alternative, and wrote prolifically on the topic. Between 1946 and 1953, he
published five books, constituted the major texts of Turkish neo-spiritualism, and could only be
considered in comparison with Alan Kardec’s five books that were considered fundamental for
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French Spiritism. He also established the MTIAD in 1950, which set the standard for spiritualism
in Turkey.391
Ruhselman belonged to the newly emerging upper-middle classes of the late Ottoman and
early republican society. His professional education, as stated above, combined both the arts
(Western classical music) and the sciences (medicine). He was also well-versed both in Western
literature, with a particular emphasis on spiritualism, as well as the local bodies of knowledge in
which he and his class were culturally embedded, such as the Islamic literary and philosophical
traditions, including Sufism. It was this cultural context that seems to pave the way for his own
rendering of spiritualism, rooted in Western spiritualism, but at the same time carrying or
overlapping with the socio-cultural bearings and dynamics of his own/local cultural background.
Ruhselman and His School of Turkish Neo-Spiritualism: Some Preliminary Remarks
The doctrine of neo-spiritualism of Bedri Ruhselman has much in common with French
Spiritism, and the Turkish neo-spiritualist movement relied heavily on the structural framework
produced by Allan Kardec. Historically speaking, both movements emerged in an era of
positivist and secularist (laicist) ardor, and at periods of similar socio-political contexts in which
certain traditional structures and religious institutions were under attack.392 Moreover, they were
both by-products of an age in which religious beliefs were forced into the space of private beliefs
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and politically confined within the so-called private sphere.393 Therefore both doctrines were
influenced by what John Warne Monroe, a historian of French spiritism, called the “crisis of
factuality” of religious belief systems that emerged in the nineteenth century. 394
While claiming to be “factual” and hence scientific, both movements saw a need to surpass
or transcend the “materialistic limitations of contemporary science,” which, according to them,
limited the scope, vision, and potentiality of different forms of knowledge.395 On the same track
with second generation Turkish psychiatrist Ayhan Songar and his positivist claim of finding
God through the “magnificence” of human nervous system (see chapter three), Ruhselman
proposed to utilize a positivist (objective) approach that would eventually open to a subjective
path, necessary to be able to grasp the divine.396 It is within this context that Ruhselman invited
his audience for a “new and great step to broaden the limits of science.”397 For him, the current
positive sciences were obviously not adequate to interpret and analyze what were beyond the
materiality and facticity of science, a form of knowledge that can provide a better understanding
of ourselves and the universe. At the same time, he was critical of some leading spiritualist
figures for their “subjective agendas,” and for their lack of awareness of the vital scientific
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discoveries for developing and reifying the contentions and arguments of the spiritualist
movement.398
Ruhselman situated his work in between the scientific or material and spiritual or immaterial
realms, a positioning open to both discussions of metaphysics and contemporary positive
sciences and their conclusions. As he put it, while “not being confined to them,” he at the same
time was “in constant search for new patterns and openings.”399 His approach in other words,
tended to combine scientific (objective) methodology with internal (subjective) discernment–the
latter being what the Sufi tradition calls the path of the heart (kalb yolu).400 Unlike Mazhar
Osman’s linear interpretation of positive sciences, and his complete and utter rebuttal of
metaphysical beliefs as “superstitions,” Ruhselman saw the future of science more in its
attainable dialogue with metaphysics, rather than its rejection—an idea that was publicly
discussed and later endorsed by a number of psychiatrists influenced by Ruhselman.401
The skeptical reception of spiritualism by various Western and Turkish contemporary
scientists—including Mazhar Osman—was interpreted in spiritualist circles as yet another proof
of the existence of a strong conservative and dismissive tendency within scientific circles. This
vein could be historically traced by recognizing the tradition of resistance to novel and
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revolutionary input within science and was exemplified by instances such as the reaction to
Galileo’s discoveries or the more tragic end of Giordano Bruno and his scientific pursuits.402
Neo-spiritualism in Turkey might be seen as a marginal movement with controversial claims
emerged during the early republic and lost its impetus in a few decades.403 Yet the neospiritualist movement in Turkey, at least for a few decades, had a significant stand among the
early Turkish intelligentsia, and influenced or was taken up as an issue of consideration by
various leading intellectuals and scientists of the republic, including eminent novelists Ahmet
Hamdi Tanpinar (1901-1962) and Peyami Safa (1899-1961), poets such as Enis Behic Koryurek
(1891-1945), the Sufi writer Samiha Ayverdi (1905-1993), as well as various psychiatrists,
particularly including Ayhan Songar (1926-1997) and Recep Doksat (1927-1989).404
Ruhselman’s ideas regularly appeared and were discussed in detail in journals such as
Ruhselman’s own Ruh ve Kainat (The Spirit and the Universe), Peyami Safa’s Turk Dusuncesi
(Turkish Thought), and Osman Nebioglu’s Resimli Yirminci Asir (Twentieth Century in Pictures)
apart from numerous national newspapers.405
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The interest in Ruhselman’s studies by certain key figures of Turkish psychiatry, such as
Songar and Doksat, further displays that the movement was far from being dismissed as
unscientific and marginal, but became an issue of consideration even among mainstream circles
of science and psychiatry in the country. As discussed in detail in chapter three, in which the
second generation Turkish psychiatrists were examined, the rigid physiological tone of earlier
psychiatry began to unravel in the post-World War II era. The work of psychiatrists such as
Doksat is a clear example, for he introduced paranormal psychology to mainstream psychiatric
circles not only through his studies and publications, but also by teaching it in the medical school
under the supervision of Ihsan Sukru Aksel.406 Another is the public intellectual and leading
psychiatrist, Songar, who researched, wrote, and lectured on issues relating to paranormal
psychology, cybernetics, and other neo-spiritual concerns.407 Both psychiatrists proposed
thinking beyond the material (physical) framework of contemporary psychiatry and were
frequently in touch with Bedri Ruhselman and his organization as well as regularly attended the
séances conducted by the movement. Such psychiatric interventions makes it plausible to trace
most concretely how neo-spiritualism entered into a conversation and a net of intricate relations
with the field of Turkish psychiatry, by questioning and engaging with the spiritualists over the
definition and meaning of such concepts as soul/psyche, conscious/unconscious, and mental
disorders.408
It is important to note that the Turkish neo-spiritualist movement went beyond entertainment
of those seeking to connect with the spirits of the dead. Ruhselman and his Turkish followers
were particularly critical of various past practices and interpretations of the séances in which the
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spiritualists claimed to communicate with the spirits of specific dead people. According to them,
calling the spirits of Descartes, Voltaire, Jeanne d’Arc, or Shakespeare, as was commonly
practiced by spiritualists in Europe, was missing the seriousness and complexity of the doctrine
of spiritualism, if not falling into sheer charlatanism.409
After all, what matters according to the neo-spiritualist discourse was not the corporeal past
of the spirits per se, but the progression towards perfection (tekamul) of the spirit through various
incarnations and life experiences. That is the raison d’etre behind the reincarnation of the spirits
in the corporeal world, or as Ruhselman called it, the “school of materiality” that the spirits
incarnated into in order to follow their paths towards perfection. The spirits therefore could not
be identified simplistically with their past lives, each constituting nothing more than a “course on
the path of progression taken at the school of the world of materiality.”410
The spirits that presumably communicated with the spiritualists were mostly the ones in
higher levels of progression, achieved after various incarnations. Not needing to reincarnate for
progression anymore, such spirits were now residing between the material world and the
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spatium, and willing to be in contact with the incarnated to guide and advise them on their path
to higher levels of progression.411 “What happened to spirits that completed their progression,”
Ruhselman stressed, “was unknown to us.”412 This information, similar to the rest of the
knowledge on the spatium, belongs to the “realm of four dimensions (dort buutlu alem),” which
according to Ruhselman surpasses our limited material realities predicated on three
dimensions.413 We could only acquire a glimpse of this knowledge, Ruhselman concluded, which
were revealed to us through spirit communications.414
Ruhselman on the soul and psyche, material and immaterial realms/world(s)
In an era in which the concept of spirit, soul or psyche was utterly materialized and
physiologically defined and pinpointed by modern psychiatry and psychology, Ruhselman’s
definition of the issue was predicated on an interpretation of the matter as an entity beyond the
human. The spirit, within this comprehension, was “a glittering divinity (lemai ilahiye),” and not
a material substance.415 It is “active (muessiriyet sahibi) and conscious (suura malik);”416 yet
neither subject to material laws nor residing within the human body. It instead affects the matter
(human bodies among others) in track with its process of progression (tekamul) to its higher
levels of existence.417 With direct references to Kardec, Denis and others, Ruhselman defined in
detail the concept of “perispirit,” a core component of the spiritualist doctrine. Perispirit, he
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emphasized, is “a nexus, and a half material cover” that connects the immaterial spirit with the
material human body, which the perispirit makes alive.418 The spirit thus appears as utterly
external to the human body, and only connects with the material world through its perispirit, and
in track of its progression. The perispirit, as the knot between the spirit and the body, is not
limited to one single worldly life and embodiment, but reincarnates various times in accordance
with the progression of the spirit.419
Following the Aristotelian classification of the soul, which was also influential for Muslim
philosophers such as Ibn Sina, Ruhselman categorized the spirits in three different forms or
stages: human (rational), animal (sensitive), and vegetative.420 His interpretation diverged from
the Aristotelian and Islamic medieval thought when it converged with South and East Asian
traditions, especially the latters’ notion of the progression of the soul as it unfolds by and through
a journey of countless incarnations until it matures into perfection. This journey starts with the
plant form, a vegetative stage that is devoid of consciousness yet able to grow and nourish itself.
It then evolves into the animal phase with early levels of consciousness and sensations and from
there evolving into the human form with its ability to think in a rational and complex manner.421
Reaching the human level, however, does not constitute perfection, since it represents only one
of the stages in the progression of the spirit in the physical world. To reach higher levels of
experience and consciousness, the spirit in the form of the human has to undergo numerous
incarnations and collect numerous experiences and memories through those countless lives.
Furthermore, the different corporeal stages/forms (i.e. plant, animal, human) that the soul had to
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pass through for its progression are not limited to the Earth alone, but could be experienced in
other planets and systems of the universe, pushing the level of imagination out of the boundaries
of one physical worldly realm and reality.422
The Conscious and the Unconscious
It is within this framework that the concept of perispirit was defined by Ruhselman as the locus
of the unconscious. After all, as Ruhselman emphasized, the perispirit “preserves all of the
experience and knowledge collected throughout previous lives, which are preserved in its
spiritual mind. And it is upon this mind that the brain of the reincarnated child is built.”423 This
reconceptualization of consciousness and unconsciousness imbedded in historical memory while
derived from psychoanalytic concepts differed entirely from the conceptualization and definition
set by the school of psychoanalysis.
The mind, within the structural view of psychoanalysis, consists of three interrelated
sections, conscious, preconscious, and unconscious. Accordingly, each individual mind (i.e.
psyche) is constituted through the interactions, conflicts, and tensions between the three essential
components of the psychiatric apparatus, namely the id, which contains unrepressed human
instincts and desires; the superego, which is the moralizing and critical element—both are based
in the unconscious; and the ego, which mediates between the id and the superego, and manifests
itself directly in the conscious. It is important to note that the unconscious within this context
emerges as a repository of repressed ideas, wishes, desires, memories, or emotions that are
socially unacceptable, painful or traumatic, and therefore pushed out of consciousness. The
individual psyche, together with its complexities, the school of psychoanalysis further claims, is
mainly shaped during childhood, and continues to carry the constitutive experiences that it went
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through in earlier ages, which were repressed and hidden within the layers of the unconscious.
Those that are repressed and hidden there, however, can find their ways to the conscious level by
manifesting themselves through dreams, verbal slips, as well as jokes—which psychoanalysts
claim to be able to detect and unfold.424
Ruhselman, and the Western spiritist discourse that he was affected by, transformed this
psychological definition and configuration of the psyche and mind by suggesting that cognition
(idrak) is a spiritual form of learning, which involves the training of the ruh in and through the
experience of worldly emotions.425 Unlike what he called, the “materialist view of official
psychology that located human cognition in the brain,” Ruhselman postulated cognition as a
process of transmitting worldly external vibrations to the spirit via the perispirit, which
effectively uses the physical body and its censors, the five sensory organs, the brain and the
nervous system to capture this-worldly experiences.426 Accordingly, cognition follows a process
of knowledge transmission that starts with one of the five sensory organs of the physical body
and travels through the nervous system and the brain. Yet the process of cognition is not
completed on that level, and the knowledge acquired by the physical body is then redirected and
transmitted to the spirit by and through the perispirit.427
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To Ruhselman, memory is “eternal” rather than transient, hence not limited to the physical
brain or the mind.428 Memory, he explained, is part and parcel of the perispirit, which through
various incarnations accumulated myriad memories and experiences. The memories from
previous lives that were enduringly stored within the perispirit, however, are repressed (notice
the psychoanalytic language) due to the physical limitations of body and its corresponding organ,
the brain.429 According to him, memories from preceding lives concealed within the perispirit
can be revealed only when the physical body’s grip over the perispirit is loosed. This condition
of “coming loose” could possibly be retrieved, the neo-spiritualists maintain (once again,
analogously to psychoanalysis), through dreams, visions, mediumic or mystical trance, and
hypnosis—processes that precipitate, in turn, a disengagement (degajman) between the perispirit
and the physical body.430
Unity and Perfection of the Soul: Imagining Sufism
While Ruhselman’s pursuit of a terrain beyond the human intellect was explicitly articulated
through the new grammar of the neo-spiritual movement initiated in Europe, his articulation of
the spirit and his long term cultural memory located in the spiritualism of the Sufi tradition
converged.
To think or “imagine” the Sufi and spiritualist discourses comparatively, one cannot help but
notice a convergence between the two discursive traditions. This concurrence has been almost
utterly ignored by contemporary scholars of both Sufism and Western spiritualism or spiritism,
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with very few exceptions.431 This is suprising when one thinks of the comparative interpretation
emerged in the second half of the nineteenth century, which proposed to think of Western
occultism and Sufism as different cultural forms of similar beliefs. The writings of John Porter
Brown, charge d’affaires, dragoman and later the consul general of the US legation, and a
freemason, who lived in Istanbul between 1830s and 1860s, are one of the earliest examples of
this comparative way of thinking. Brown published an extensive study on Sufism, entitled The
Dervishes: or Oriental Spiritualism in 1868.432 Other examples include the works of the Turkish
governor and scholar Mehmet Ali Ayni (1868-1945), who was interested in establishing relations
between the Ottoman Sufi lodges and Western esoteric societies;433 and the Danish
anthroposophist Carl Vett (1871-1956) for whom the Sufi orders represented the “esoteric”
Islam, and Western Freemasonry was “no more than a kind of tariqa (Sufi order).”434
The shared ground between Western spiritualist and Sufi discursive traditions, on the other
hand, is traceable over their conceptualizations of various existential phenomena such as the
issue of imagination, which Ruhselman, in tune with Sufism, claimed to be “forged in the soul,”
thus transcending the physical mind and the limitations of an envisioned world (tasavvur).435
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Traces of a common terrain could also be found within their overlapping—even though
sometimes expressed differently—idea of the progression of the soul towards perfection and the
plausibility of transcending the materiality of the physical body by disciplining the self
(nafs/nefs). In a possible, yet limited unanimity with the spiritualist belief of communicating with
the spirits (that sits at the core of the spiritualist discourse and practice), one could recognize a
significant vein within the Sufi tradition, as detailed by Ibn ‘Arabi and others, that specifically
raised and pondered over the possibility of connecting with the deceased, particularly the saints
(awliya/evliya) and prophets through visions and dreams.436
In accordance with that, the concept of barzakh/berzah should also be revisited. Within the
Islamic tradition, the barzakh refers to an intermediary space that is seen as hindering the
separation between the material (physical) world of human beings and the immaterial world of
pure spirits and God. As the Qur’an puts, it is the impassable “dividing line between the fresh
and salt water,” an intermediary realm in which the spirits or souls wait after death or departure
from the material world until the Judgment Day.437 In Sufism the concept of Barzakh appears to
reverberate as a place in-between, a “dream world,” or the isthmus that not only divides but also
connects the material and immaterial. The Barzakh (or Alam-e-Araf) for the Sufi is therefore
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accessible to the incarnated soul or spirit during sleep and meditation and during which the
“dreamer” is considered to be both alive and dead, transpassing between the two realms and
dimensions.438 Al-Insan Al-Kamil/Insan-i Kamil, as the Sufis believe, is a person, who has
reached perfection by exceeding his/her material bonds (nefsaniyet) to become a sheer reflection
and theophany of the ninety-nine names of God (El Esma ul Husna), also acts as the “isthmus or
barzakh between God and the corporeal world.”439 Such interpretations seem to resonate with the
spiritual and corporeal realms scheme of neo-spiritualism, which advocated the possibility of
connection between the two, as well as the spiritualist claim of the disengagement of the spirit
with the physical body, and the practice of mediumship; all could and should be thought within
the lines of the Sufi tradition.
One should also include Islamic Sufi discussions over the issue of wahdat al-wudjud/vahdet-i
vucut, which proposes the idea of oneness of being and/or unity of existence in the sense that the
universe as a whole is one including plants, animals, and humans and God the creator of all who
created the world in his own image. In this regard, the idea of wahdat al-wudjud emphasizes the
interdependence of sheer existence of Creator and all. That is how one can become united with
God since God is manifested everywhere and in all his creations regardless whether human or
non-human, as it is God’s light that makes any realm or entity conceivable.440 Therefore, the
Sufis proclaimed it was plausible to be united with the divine by following the path of the heart,
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the site of the spirit. To be able to do so, one should succeed in germinating the eye of his/her
heart for wahdat al-shudud (i.e. oneness of witnessing), which could only be achieved by
reaching “advanced stages of the path [of the Sufi traveler] in which the traveler undergoes
annihilation of the self (nafs)” making him/her able to witness rays of wudjud’s light.441 This
“annihilation of the self” is a progression into perfection, another idea, as mentioned briefly
above, which the neo-spiritualist and Sufi discourses seemed to share. And it relies on the
obliteration of selfishness and lust/pleasure of the physical world (nefsaniyet and hotkamlik),
which constitutes the essential tenets of again both Sufism and neo-spiritualism. As Ruhselman
declared within his neo-spiritualist doctrine, “lust/pleasure (nefsaniyet) is a material trait, and
derives out of soul’s engagement with the matter, i.e. the human body. By diverting the self to
the comfort and luxuries of the physical world, nefsaniyet [thus] blocks its ultimate path for its
progression.”442 This ascetic language inevitably overlaps with Sufi discussions on nefsaniyet,
and the essential question of how to discipline the self/soul (nafs/nefis) to circumvent the
material world. This is a fundamental subject within the Sufi tradition, and an essential
requirement for the Sufi ideal of Ikhlas (absolute devotion to God), an “indispensable stage of
the self in its quest for union with God,” which could only be attained by negating this-worldly
appetite/proclivity of the nafs.443
As a matter of fact, Ruhselman did not shy away from engaging the works of Sufis including
that of Ibn ‘Arabi and the concept of wahdat al-wudjud. He asserted that wahdat al-wudjud was
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an idea shaped “within the limited and inchoate conditions of past times,” and thus “justifiable in
this context.” The thinkers of the past such as Ibn ‘Arabi and his followers were according to
him, “right in their convictions concurrent with their periods.” Moreover, “anyone in the search
of God through love and devotion,” Ruhselman stressed, “was venerable, and on the right
path.”444 Nevertheless, in accordance with the modern times and (evolutionary) development,
one must also advance his/her ideas and interpretations of the divine, and be able to see the “new
rays of light that the recently explored realities started to expose through new scientific
discoveries and breakthroughs.”445 In other words, Ruhselman claimed that it was time to replace
such ideas with new and more advanced conceptualizations of neo-spiritualism.
Ruhselman did not miss the opportunity to inquire on wahdat al-wudjud during séances as
well. Relying on Rumi’s conviction of the human ability to make contact with the dead, he posed
a question directly to the spirit of Mevlana Jalaluddin Rumi interrogating his well-known verses
in Mathnavi which addressed the theme of wahdat al-wudjud. The “uncanny” resemblance of
these verses with the neo-spiritualist doctrine is indeed hard to ignore:

O my noble friends, slaughter this cow,
If you wish to raise up the spirit of insight.
I died to being mineral and was transformed.
I died to vegetable growth
And attained to the state of animals.
I died from animality and became Adam:
why then I should fear?
When I have become less dying?
Next I shall die to being a human being,
444
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So that I may soar and lift up my head among the angels.
Yet I must escape even from that angelic state:
Everything is perishing except His Face.*
Once again I shall be sacrificed, dying to the angelic;
I shall become that which could never be imagined—
I shall become nonexistent.
Nonexistence sings its clear melody,
Truly, unto Him shall we return!** 446
Spirit Rumi’s response to Ruhselman’s question came out in an elusive form, emphasizing the
complexity of the issue of unity as well as separation with God, and pointing to the fact that
Rumi’s verses were “misunderstood by common people.”447 It still seems impossible to disregard
the parallelism that the neo-spiritualist doctrine poses with Rumi’s poem cited above, stretching
the progression of the soul from vegetable to animal, and human states that would later be
terminated to attain an “angelic state,” and “dying to it,” to become “which could never be
imagined,” hence being eternally united with the divine. Yet it reminds us that those ideas were
not products of the neo-spiritualists per se, but were embedded within the great traditions of
Islamic philosophy and mysticism, following a trajectory all the way from Rumi to Ibn Sina, and
Ibn ‘Arabi, as well as the Aristotelian school of ancient Greek philosophy. It is consequently
impossible to consider Turkish neo-spiritualism simply as a discourse imported mainly from the
West.”448
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There clearly seems to be two major sets of discourse at work within the overall doctrine of
neo-spiritualism in Turkey as it was set and standardized by Ruhselman. The first one was
determined by the modern scientific claim of progress, and was compatible with the nineteenth
century paradigm of evolution. It was further predicated on the Western spiritualist discourse,
and its proposition of a path of progression or evolution from plant level to animal, and human
forms, and further spiritual levels that were beyond materiality. The second, this time rather
detached from the Western discourse on the issue, was premised on internal dynamics,
predominantly the Sufi interpretation of progression towards spiritual perfection and the light of
the Creator. This sheds light on the embeddedness of Turkish spiritualism both within Islamic
socio-cultural structures and historical memory as well as the post-enlightenment culture of
science and scientism that was dominant in Turkey during the early republican period. The
Christian (particularly Catholic) background of Western spiritualism/spiritism found an
alternative vein for itself within an Islamic cultural context, in the form of the Sufi doctrine and
practices.
Return of Religion, Fall of Neo-spiritualism
Despite the history of strong resistance and rejection against spiritualism by certain scientific
milieus, the neo-spiritualist movement in Turkey gained notable influence within the Turkish
public sphere between the 1940s and 1960s, and attracted groups of different people with
differing backgrounds due to its successful integration of religious/traditional, particularly Sufi
definitions of the soul and self with ones of modern science. By and through its complex and
multi-layered clusterings that relied both on Western and local discourses of knowledge, the
movement thus provided an alternative terrain for discussions of science,
materiality/immateriality, religion, and what constituted the soul, psyche and the mind; and in

175

turn became one of the main fronts of contestations on such issues in the early republican period.
Probably due to its success in undermining the cold and dismissive positioning of science, the
movement further attracted many medical doctors and psychiatrists in particular, who attempted
to apply and utilize various neo-spiritualist claims and definitions to fill the socio-cultural niche
left by modern psychiatry. The neo-spiritualist discourse filled the gap between modern scientific
explanations and traditional religious practices, which according to the neo-spiritualistpsychiatrist Recep Doksat, explains its immense popularity.449 The movement at the same time
was not necessarily marginalized or considered unscientific in nature, but rather found ardent
supporters for itself even within the mainstream field of medicine and psychiatry, somewhat
similar to spiritualism’s complicated history of acceptance and rejection in the rest of the
world.450
Allow me to conclude by returning to my main argument in chapter three, in which I traced
the fluctuations within the Turkish psychiatric discourse, and demonstrated how the
conceptualizations of psychiatry were contingent on the conditions available to Turks before,
during, and post World War II period, conditions that were marked by contestations and
transformations. Neo-spiritualism’s popularity in Turkey should also be addressed within this
framework, and evaluated with a focus on the strictly secularist ethos of early republican Turkey
as well as the latent and manifest contestations it unfolded—especially in the context when
religion was ferociously pushed outside of the Turkish public sphere. The state restrictions also
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hindered any further possibility of public dissemination of Sufi ideas, which were utterly
repressed, hence forced to move underground. The popularity of neo-spiritualism, I maintain,
should be reconsidered within this socio-political context, since neo-spiritualism with its spiritual
yet at the same time compatibly secular and (self-proclaiming) empiricist discourse seems to fill
the vacuum that emerged in Turkey in the absence of any publicly accessible independent
religious institution and Sufi orders, and other forms of knowledge derived from them.
Following the 1950 elections, and the rise to power of the Democrat Party of Adnan
Menderes, as discussed in chapter three, a new era of the republican history had begun, wherein
religious discussions, representations, and manifestations, including Sufism gradually returned to
the Turkish public sphere by and through the weakening of the iron fist of the secularist state.451
And in tune with these socio-political shifts in the country, we begin to see again the
marginalization of the neo-spiritualist movement and with it the loss of its popularity among the
Turkish public.
After all, the niche filling condition of an alternative knowledge formation that combined
modern science/medicine and traditional sets of knowledge was now over, and the so-called
metaphysical inquiries began to manifest themselves within scientific fields from within which
they were previously expelled, in particular, the field of psychiatry. A new era was now wide
open for novel psychiatric conceptualizations of a new generation of psychiatrists, such as the
ones of Ayhan Songar, Recep Doksat, M. Tevfik Ozcan, and others who were not writing to
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oppose and target religious or metaphysical traditions, as their teacher and mentor Mazhar
Osman did, but to find compatible grounds between the old and the new, the metaphysical,
religious, and the field of psychiatry.
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Conclusion

The dissertation is a genealogical study of the epistemological shifts and fluctuations of what
constitutes the soul or psyche alongside with the emergence of a new scientifically authorized
discourse on mental illness from the formation of the Early Republic to World War II and
postwar Turkey. This development was examined via the works of a number of experts with
strikingly different views regarding mental and medical health.
In this regard, the first two chapters focused on Mazhar Osman and state sponsored
biological (descriptive) psychiatry. Both chapters displayed the many ways in which biological
psychiatry emerged as a part and parcel of the bio-political modern Turkish state, and addressed
how psychiatry responded to and complemented the projects of the newly established Turkish
state to create a national population made of healthy citizens whose potentialities were
maximized. Under the radically secularist policies and problem-spaces of early republican
Turkey, Turkish psychiatry emerged as a field which aimed to biologically define what
constituted mental disorders, and to intervene (and cleanse/liberate) the field of from traditional
(religious) healing methods. Traditional healing methods according to biological psychiatrists
such as Osman were not only unscientific and/or superstitious but also harmful to society.
Mazhar Osman’s career as the “father of Turkish psychiatry” is thus used in the study to
effectively shed light on the formation of psychiatry under the early republic of Turkey.
Following the historical trajectory of biological psychiatry, the third chapter traced the
psychiatric works and careers of the second generation of Turkish psychiatrists. Focusing on the
changing socio-political circumstances in post-World War II Turkey, the chapter demonstrated
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how these socio-political shifts were reflected on the psychiatric discourse and its articulations of
psychic and mental issues. The chapter stressed the contingency of the epistemological shifts in
Turkish psychiatric discourse in accordance with the socio-political structures and power
relations in which they came to unfold.
Leaving mainstream (state sponsored) biological psychiatry aside, chapters four and five
traced alternative considerations of mental and psychic issues. Chapter four evaluated the
process of the translation of psychoanalysis into Turkish, and demonstrated the different
psychoanalytic discourse that emerged within the early Turkish republican context. This
psychoanalytic discourse, on the one hand, aimed to promote and disseminate Western
psychoanalytic knowledge within the Turkish public, and on the other, differed from and
challenged certain aspects of Western psychoanalysis, particularly including its scientific claims
of universality.
Following the tread of the issue of translation—a phenomenon that cannot be reduced to
word-for-word rendition between different languages but includes transformation between
different cultures, chapter five dealt with translation of yet another Western discourse, namely
spiritualism/spiritism, into Turkish. The chapter addressed the emergence (and fall) of the neospiritualist movement in post-World War II Turkey, and it focused on the ways in which this
movement converged Sufi discursive traditions with ones of Western spiritualism or spiritism at
a time when Sufism was ferociously suppressed and its institutions were dismantled in Turkey.
Stressing the immediate popularity the movement gained in the 1940s as well as its gradual
disappearance by the 1960s with socio-political transformations in post-war Turkey, the chapter
further situated Turkish neo-spiritualism within the overall framework and historical trajectory of

180

the processes and contestations of (re)articulating what constituted the soul/psyche and mental
health in republican Turkey.
That being said, I want to conclude with few words on the contemporary side of the story. In
the summer of 2015, governors of twenty-seven major Turkish cities received official letters
from the governor of the southeastern metropole of Adana. The letters asked the governors to
promulgate and publicize an international congress on “prophetic medicine” (tibbi nebevi) to be
held on September 7-10, 2015 at Cukurova University. It was made clear that the conference
would convene under the patronage of Sare Davutoglu, the gynecologist wife of the current
Prime Minister of Turkey, Ahmet Davutoglu. 2700 fliers and 4680 leaflets were consequently
distributed from governorships and governmental directorates to various public and private
institutions. The organizers claimed that the conference, which included panels on issues such as
“prayers and mental health” and “faith and immunology,” aimed to “converge the teachings and
practices of the Prophet Mohammed on mental and physical health with modern procedures and
cures of positive sciences.”452 The event appeared in Turkish newspapers and news websites
more or less in the form of ordinary news, although a sense of ridicule and apprehension could
be traced in the margins of some of the columns, especially on officials’ disregard to the
objections in various medical circles.453
The event and the ongoing discussions over the content of the event provide a remarkable
example for a history of the emergence of the modern state and its historically embedded (and
accordingly shifting) policies of sanitization, a process that is still in the making, and its history
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in progress. As it has been demonstrated in detail in chapter two, psychiatry and scientific
discursive mechanisms enabled the early republican Turkish state to exercise power over its
citizens to maintain its project of putting its population in order according to its own definitions
of order and health. Yet when one looks at how the dynamics of this stately power to transform
life shifts over time, it then becomes clear that this life (and the project of producing the ideal
citizen) is always in the process of “becoming.” In other words, as the early republican state
intervened in numerous fields concerning public health to define and (re)shape them within the
lines of its own projected modern state and society, so does the current regime according to its
own conceptualizations of modern (welfare) state and projected population, as the
abovementioned prophetic medicine conference and other current interventions of the Turkish
state to the field of health demonstrate.
Concurrent with the recent governmental interest in prophetic medicine, one can also notice
today the further infiltration of alternative approaches and increasing opening within the fields of
psychiatry and psychology for traditional methods of curing mental disorders. A remarkable
example to this effect is the public discussion engendered recently by the publication of an
article by M. Kemal Irmak, a professor at the High Council of Science of the prestigious Gulhane
Military Medical Academy (GATA), in the peer-reviewed Journal of Religion and Health
published by the global publication company Springer. The article entitled “Schizophrenia or
Possession?” posited the possibility of considering some cases of schizophrenia as demonic (or
jinn) possession. In the same article Irmak suggested that some cases of schizophrenia could be
better treated by collaborating with faith healers.454

M. Kemal Irmak, “Schizophrenia or Possession?” Journal of Religion and Health 53:3 (July 2014), pp.
773-777.
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Irmak’s article immediately became a source of derision within the mainstream Turkish
media. The newspaper headlines included: “A wily (cinfikir—a Turkish word derives from the
word jinn) professor at GATA,” and “GATA professor connects schizophrenia to the ‘jinn.’”455
Their criticisms also targeted the Scientific and Technological Research Council of Turkey
(TUBITAK), which funded Irmak’s research project.456 On the other side of the spectrum
however, there were those who underscored the importance of the eminent GATA professor’s
“acceptance of the jinns, and his call for a collaboration between religion and science to cure
schizophrenia.”457
The article also elicited a dispute among the Turkish psychiatrists and psychologists. Nuray
Karanci, a professor of clinical psychology at Middle Eastern Technical University in Ankara,
penned a reply to Irmak in the same peer-reviewed journal, questioning the scientific credibility
of Irmak’s claims, and voicing her concerns on the potential harmful implications of what she
called Irmak’s “unsubstantiated views, [which] may misguide [the patients] in their search for
the best methods of management of their conditions.”458 A number of psychiatrists including
Aysen Esen Danaci, the schizophrenia studies coordinator of the Turkish Psychiatry Association;
Haldun Soygur, director of the Federation of Schizophrenia Associations; and Sahut Duran, of
the Turkish Psychiatry Association, posted harsh criticisms against Irmak within the lines of
Karanci’s concerns, and threatened to bring the issue to the ethical council of the Turkish
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Association of Medicine, which, as Duran suggested, might rule to suspend Irmak’s medical
license.459
While psychiatrists and clinical psychologists discuss issues like the possible impacts or
hazards of traditional healers on psychiatric patients, another major adversary of biological
psychiatry, namely psychoanalysis, is becoming more and more popular within the Turkish
public sphere. It is thus not surprising to find psychoanalysts in Turkey promulgating
psychoanalysis through their columns in major newspapers on an everyday basis, running their
own publishing houses, and as a result attracting more and more people to their “couch
therapies.” The popularity or the so-called recent boom—patlama—of psychoanalysis (which is
now considered a mostly obsolete method in Anglo-Saxon therapeutic circles) in Turkey has also
become an issue among Turkish psychiatrists. These psychiatrist defined psychoanalysis as a cult
(or rather a religion) with features and approaches that are more mystical than scientific. It is
merely for this, according to such psychiatrists, psychoanalysis has a strong appeal to the masses,
who disregard the fact that the method has been utterly refuted by scientists (and philosophers of
science) on the grounds of its unfalsifiable claims.460 In spite of all objections, the psychoanalytic
boom in contemporary Turkey seems to continue with accelerating rates, leaving both its
intellectual and social history yet to be written.

Mesude Ersan and Meltem Ozguvenc, “GATA Profesoru sizofreniyi ‘cin’e bagladi” Hurriyet Kelebek
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As for the neo-spiritualists, they are still running their society in offices occupying two floors
of an art-nouveau building in Istanbul’s Beyoglu district. They are still organizing séances,
having their training sessions, as well as running a publishing house of their own. Bedri
Ruhseman seems as if he had never left the society, as the walls of the offices of the MTIAD is
adorned with his portraits, and members talk of him as if they were talking to him only a few
minutes ago—which they might be doing. This is perpetuated by new popular publications on
Ruhselman, including his posthumous works that are published by the society. The society today
could hardly be considered an influential intellectual community, since it fails to offer a novel set
of knowledge as it did for a few decades in postwar Turkey. It now appears more in the form of
an independent activity center with headquarters in a district full of art galleries, bookstores, and
yoga centers, appealing to followers who mostly consider it a sort of a social club.
As a final note, it must be reiterated that all such layers of conceptual and epistemological
history of the soul, psyche, mental/psychic health and deficiencies in Turkey—including their
contemporary articulations—demonstrate the ways in which such conceptualizations are matters
of language (and its consequent forms of lives) unraveling within their own problem spaces and
power relations. This study attempted to trace the shifts in how mental and psychic issues were
conceptualized and experienced in different socio-political settings and conditions in Turkey. It
further argues that only through a comprehension of the intricate relationships between different
discourses (or language-games) such as religion and science and their historical trajectories, it
could become plausible for us to conceptualize the many ways in which we define our souls,
minds, and experience our selfhoods. It is only then we can better understand the differences,
contestations, and interactions between the psy-scientists such as Osman, Sadan, and Ruhselman,
and their scientific “truths” embedded within their own (projected) worlds.
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